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ABSTRACT
Comic books make up a relatively underappreciated segment of the mass media. At the
same time comic books portray different messages about good and evil from those depicted on
television or film. Superman has been regarded as a hero for the past seventy two years since his
creation in 1938. However, as the saying goes…‖9/11 has changed everything.‖ The purpose of
this study is to analyze the portrayals of heroism contained in the Superman comic book
narratives of the post 9/11 era. In order to see just how the heroic ideal is portrayed in this
particular mediated context, interpretation analysis is employed to analyze just how the idea of
heroism in post 9/11 is addressed in this mediated context.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Comic books have long shaped our notions of heroes and heroism, facilitating different
messages about good and evil than as represented in television or film. Yet, comic books remain
contested within popular culture. In 1992, DC Comics announced the impending death of one of
its longest lasting and most recognizable characters, Superman. As news of the impending death
was circulated throughout the news media, a hype began to form around the ―death‖ of an
American pop culture icon to the point that the specific issue containing the death of Superman
was sought after by large numbers of people, comic book readers and non-readers alike.
With all of the emphasis placed on different sections of what is termed ―mass media,‖ it
is surprising that comic books and the superhero genre in particular has received relatively little
academic attention. Comic books are a part of the spectrum of mass media. Comic books and
the superhero genre have been a part of the mass media longer than television and the many
genres of television programming, yet have been relatively ignored in terms of the study of mass
media. Sitcoms, soap operas, news programming, etc. have all been subject to analysis by
scholars. How has the superhero genre presented through the comic book medium go relatively
unnoticed? This question becomes problematic for the comics medium and the superhero genre
in that it has been a relatively short time since credibility has been given to the medium and
genre. For the most part, comic books have been treated as a subordinate medium, due largely in
part to criticisms made in the early days of the rise of the comic book industry. This, in turn,
leads to a situation in which negative perceptions of the medium, based in 1940‘s and 1950‘s
ideologies, have adversely affected the image of the comic book medium in our contemporary
society. As such, the study of comic books and the superhero genre has traditionally been the
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purview of collectors and fans. Of course, this feeds a debate over expertise in the study of
comic books and graphic novels. With a lack of scholarship in the area, there is a debate over
the placement of comic books and graphic novels in the study of mass media and popular
culture. The debate has led to the medium being defined and its history sculpted by many who
have differing views. The study of comic books is consequentially quite vague, with many
points of approximation, especially concerning the history.
Communication research reflects a tremendous amount of effort in analyzing the concept
of ―message.‖ The importance of the message is broken down into many avenues of study and
analysis. Framing, ideology, message systems, and audience effect are only a few ways in which
the concept is studied. Entertainment Education has been studied as a method to cultivate prosocial behavior in audiences, and fandom has been studied as a means of communal interaction.
Comic books and the superhero genre have relevance in the realm of media studies as much as
any other medium that is studied. The stories and ideas in comic book narratives contain all of
the elements that are determined to be important when studying mass media. With this in mind,
it is time for the comic book medium and superhero genre to be given its rightful place in the
study of mass media.
The following chapter discusses a segment of prior scholarship pertaining to the comic
book medium. The literature discussed typically fall along three main areas. The three trends
can be identified as defining comics themselves, placing comic books into a niche within the
broader spectrum of media, and finally identifying the utility of the comic book medium. This
will be followed by a brief history of the publication of the American comic book. The emphasis
of this history will be placed particularly on the superhero genre. This focus is primarily to
illustrate the progression of the mediated hero, and to set the basis for the examination of the
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continual evolution of the mediated hero in a post-9/11 context. This history is, at best, a
generalized history reached by general consensus between populations of fans, collectors,
dealers, and such. Because of this, many nuances of this history are settled by relying on the
most general definitions (ie: the beginnings and endings of individual periods or ―ages‖ of comic
books).
The third section discusses the comic book audience. As with any media form, comic
books have a specific audience who engage with the medium for a variety of reasons. Previous
scholarship identifies three subgroups of comic book readers and the traits that are associated
with members of these specific communities. The section will also discuss findings pertaining to
the reasons audience members engage with the comic book medium. Finally, attention will be
paid to how comic books as have a potential for cultivating attitudes in the audience.
The fourth section will discuss a brief history of the iconic hero Superman. Superman was
chosen for analysis because the history of the superhero genre is closely linked to the emergence
of Superman, coupled with the fact that the character Superman has cultivated a large degree of
notoriety over many years and over possibly every aspect of the mass media. The fourth section
will also discuss this history in order to outline the base for which the study is to be built upon.
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Literature Review
The study of communication is a vast enterprise. Gerbner (1985) breaks down the study
of communication into three basic modes. The first mode of study is semiotics often described
as the study of signs and signification. In the communication studies context, the concern lies in
how these signs fit together to form messages. The second mode of study is media effects,
which highlights how message exposure through mediated channels effects the public in terms of
knowledge, attitudes, perceptions, and public opinion. The third mode of study identified by
Gerbner is message production, a larger-scale study of communication through systems or social
institutions. The second mode of study, media effects, should be of interest because it deals with
the interaction between media and audience.
Media studies, is a broad field of study. Many of these studies have focused on the
ability of the media to influence perceptions of the audience. The Two-Step Flow model
proposed by Lazarsfeld et. al. (1944) suggests that messages pass to audience through opinion
leaders, and Uses and Gratifications Theory (Blumler & Katz, 1974) assumes that audience
members pick and choose their use of the media according to individual gratification derived
from use. Important to the study of the mass media is Gerbner‘s Cultivation Theory (1986).
Cultivation was developed to suggest that the mass media has the ability to shape the world view
of audiences depending on the intensity of their respective usage. Gerbner and Gross (1976)
suggest that television‘s main function is enculturation, the process by which a person learns the
values and behaviors of their surrounding culture. There are several other ideas that come into
play when studying mass media. Agenda setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972) suggests that the
media do not have the ability to force people what to think, only what to think about. This
process occurs via a set of processes including priming, framing, and gatekeeping. Priming is
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the idea that news media exposure causes people to think about related ideas, framing is the
emphasis on particular elements of information in the news media, and gatekeeping refers to the
question of who sets the media agenda. Entertainment Education describes a use for
entertainment oriented media in the goal of social activism. ―Entertainment-education is the
process of purposely designing and implementing a media message both to entertain and to
educate, in order to increase audience members' knowledge about an educational issue, create
favorable attitudes, and change overt behavior‖ (Singhal & Rogers 1999 p.173). Singhal and
Rogers (1999) go on to write
―Entertainment-education seeks to capitalize on the popular appeal of entertainment
media to show individuals how they can live safer, healthier and happier lives and to
show communities how they can address such problems as large family size,
environmental pollution, HIV/AIDS, and the like.‖ (p.173)
The studies and concepts mentioned are noteworthy in that they illustrate the potential for media
to influence the perceptions of the participating audience. However, it should also be noted that
these studies focus primarily on the television, radio, and film media or the power structures
behind these media. The extension of these concepts to comic books is more than justified,
especially given their wide popularity.
Key to the idea of Entertainment Education, as described by Singhal and Rogers, is the
notion of parasocial interaction. Parasocial interaction is described by Rogers (2000) as being
―the degree to which an audience member develops a perceived interpersonal relationship with a
media character (Rogers, 2000, para.1).‖ It is with this idea that the concept of Entertainment
Education works; the perceived interpersonal relationship, pro-social behaviors can be conveyed
through the characters to the audience. Singhal and Rogers (1989) similarly describe affective
interaction as another term for the degree in which parasocial interaction may occur.
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Roger Aden et.al (2009), in their study of communication at football ―watch parties‖ link
the idea of parasocial interaction to the concept of fandom. Aden et. al. (2009) describe a
greeting ritual among the Nebraska sports fans as a means to ―forge communal connections‖
(p.35) with other fans in the place of the gathering. The assumed interpersonal relationship
because of the commonality of fandom or the ritual attire of the sports team is of a similar nature
to that of parasocial interaction. Similarly, Aden et. al. discuss the way in which the sports fans
will transform the spatial location of the watch parties to ―Nebraska enclaves‖ (p.30). This
behavior has the same sort of feel as the identification that occurs with parasocial interaction.
The differentiating factor is that, instead of interaction between audience and media character,
the interaction is between the state of Nebraska where the team plays, and watch party locations
outside of Nebraska. Aden et. al. (2009) state ―Cornhusker football fans living outside of the
state of Nebraska transform—with the help of the owners and managers—the public places they
inhabit during watch parties into Nebraska enclaves by minimizing or even erasing signs that
mark the places as not-Nebraska‖ (p.30). Aden et. al. illustrate the way in which there is a
communal aspect to the fandom that surrounds the Nebraska Cornhuskers football team. This is
not altogether different from the way that there is a communal aspect to the fandom surrounding
the comic book medium, as will be discussed later in the chapter.
Comic books have a distinct place in popular culture, although as the previous section
indicates, more research is needed. Often, due largely in part to the criticisms associated with
the early years of the American comic book as illustrated in Seduction of the Innocent (Wertham,
1954), the medium has been dismissed as ―crude, poorly drawn, semi-literate, cheap, disposable,
kiddie fare‖ (McCloud, 1993, p.3). However, as McCloud (1993) suggests, ―they don‘t have to
be.‖ Comic books are an interesting part of the mass media to consider. Comics themselves can
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be defined as sequential art (McCloud, 1993, p.9). This is to say that comics present a series of
static images that, when viewed in particular order, suggest the passage of time and space
(McCloud, 1993). Unlike television, film, or animation, this requires the audience to engage
with the material in a different way. In order to read comics, the audience to become ―a willing
and conscious collaborator‖ (McCloud, 1993, p65). It is the audience that ―fills in the blanks‖
between the static images creating an assumed motion or time lapse. Television, film and
animation do this as well; however, the flow of the story is done for the audience. One of the
many effects of mass media is the ability for certain media to assist in socialization, while at the
same time provide a reflection of the culture it serves. Comic books have a peculiar place in the
mass media. Comic books have had a negative connotation in American culture because of the
assumption that it is a juvenile medium. The compensatory hypothesis is a perception that ―the
function of pictures as a communication device is to fill the deficiency gap left by the verbal
component‖ (Bhatia,T.K. 2006).
Randy Duncan (1999) positions the creation of a comic book as a rhetorical act. Duncan
divides the rhetorical act into three processes: encapsulation, layout, and composition. Duncan
refers to encapsulation as ―the act of creating panels‖ (Duncan, 1999, para. 10). Encapsulation
refers to the way that a story, told through the comic medium, must be broken down into a series
of specific ―moments of prime action‖ (Duncan, 1999, para. 7). Layout refers to the way in
which the encapsulated panels are arranged. Duncan states that ―layout concerns the relationship
of a single encapsulated panel to the succession of panels, to the totality of the page and to the
totality of story‖ (Duncan, 1999, para. 25). Composition is what Duncan refers to as the,
borrowed from film and theater, concept of mise en scene. ―Most of the mise en scene elements
presented on stage and screen can be depicted in a comic book panel: setting and décor, color,
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―lighting,‖ distance, angle, and movement‖ (Duncan, 1999, para. 28). Duncan‘s juxtaposition of
the comic book medium into a communication framework is an excellent analysis of how the
medium functions. However, the ―how‖ of the matter does not necessarily address the ―what‖ of
the matter.
In his book, Seduction of the Innocent (1954), Dr Frederic Wertham, associates comic
books with social deviancy, and claims that comic books led children to crime. This association
has been longstanding and further overshadowed comic books as being a less than valid medium.
Comic books have since been regarded as a ―mature form of literature‖ (Gerde V. W.& Foster
R.S., 2008 p.245). Gerde regards comic books as a modern form of narrative and notes the
potential for comic books to teach ―the complexities and social context of specific topics (Ibid).‖
Gerde further describes many of the studies that have used comic books in the field of popular
culture and cultural studies (2008 p.246). The standing of comic books in the spectrum of mass
media is a topic of interest, and subject of debate. This is because they contain both the words
and pictures as means of communication. Unlike television, which relies mainly on the visual, or
traditional books, which rely solely on the text, comic books are somewhere in between the two.
Aaron Meskin (2009) writes about comics as a hybrid art form. He argues ―Comic books and
graphic novels are hybrid art forms that come from the ―interbreeding‖ between two or more
different kinds of art forms, technologies, genres or artistic media‖ (p.168). The delineation of
comic books as a hybrid art form is an important step in allowing for the medium to have an
identity. Meskin (2009) is addressing the question as to whether or not comic books and graphic
novels should be considered as literature. The question itself illustrates the negative
connotations associated with comic books since the late 1930‘s.
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Simply asking the question implies several assumptions, that literature is a privileged
term, and that comic books should be considered in that vein is questionable. This assumption
clearly hearkens back to the mode of thought solidified by Frederic Wertham in 1954.
Furthermore, the distinction between traditional literature and comic books stems from the
previously mentioned compensatory hypothesis. Meskin (2009) suggests that ―the similarities
between graphic novels and standard works of literature are striking‖ (p158). Meskin further
claims that these similarities are not enough definitively to make the claim that comics are
literature. This becomes problematic because ―We cannot decide the issue by turning to the
experts. For one thing, it is not obvious who the experts are—do we want experts on comics,
experts on literature, or both‖ (Meskin, 2009, p.159)? Meskin continues by saying ―insofar as
we can find any experts on the matter, they would most likely disagree (Ibid).‖ Meskin resolves
the issue with the consideration of comic books as hybrid art forms. The paradigm of hybrid art
creates a new space for comic books to be reflected upon, separate from the constraints of
choosing one element (the visual or textual) to base the relevance of the medium. There is
another level of demarcation that goes along with the paradigm of hybrid art. Meskin (2009)
points out that ―True graphic novels such as Watchmen (as opposed to trade paperbacks that
simply collect a short run or single story arc out of an extended series) are a sort of double
hybrid, coming from the interbreeding of the hybrid art form of comics with the literary form of
the novel‖ (p.168). This separation between ―true graphic novels‖ and the trade paperback is
based on the different function of the two terms. The term ―trade paperback‖ is used to reference
a collection of issues originally published as individual comic books. Trade paperbacks are a
publishing trend that collects a whole story line of a comic book series making it possible to be
read as one book rather than a series of individual comic books. Trade paperback and graphic
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novel are terms that are sometimes used as synonyms. However, for many there is a distinction
to be made between terms. Graphic novels are generally regarded in the same way as the term
implies. These are novels in which the story is told through the use of text and image. The
literary form of the novel still applies but it is merely told through the comic art form.
Paul Levitz writes ―comics often demonstrate one of the magical characteristics of folk
tales: the ability to tell and retell a story, changing with the times and circumstances of the
listener and of the story teller, until only the essential kernel remains intact. In the process, the
tale is kept alive and relevant to new generations of listeners...(Levitz, 2009, introduction to
Huntress: year one trade paperback).‖ The way comic books have been studied generally falls
into the view of comic books as speculative fictions. Mitra Emad notes that ―Like science
fiction, comic books often emerge as speculative fictions full of both scientific hardware and
fantastic imaginings that showcase utopic visions of social change (Emad, 2006, p.956).‖ In this
context, comic books use an imaginary perspective in order to make the familiarities of
contemporary culture seem strange (Emad, 2006). Through the lens of speculative fiction, comic
books can be seen as ―historical documents that can yield much insight about the particular
conditions of their production‖ (Emad, 2006, p.956).
Comic books provide an intermediary function. This allows readers to engage in topics
―in a unique environment, one removed from them (Gerde V. W.& Foster R.S., 2008 p.247).‖
―The comic world provides alternate universes in which alternate consequences can be explored‖
(Ibid). Gary Hoppenstand (2006), notes the comic book V for Vendetta (Moore & Loyd 19821988) for ―its ability to lampoon the neo-fascist tendencies of British/American governments by
featuring a terrorist hero who blows up buildings‖ (p.521). The idea of comic books as being
more than entertainment is not a new idea. Byko (2001, cited in Gerde V. W.& Foster R.S.,
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2008) discusses how comic book creators were ―teaching and motivating in addition to
entertaining‖ (p.247). Byko views comics as a way to improve vocabulary and comprehension
(Ibid). Observations have been made that ―people often look to heroes to help them overcome
what seemed to be insurmountable obstacles and that the majority of these heroes are circulated
through mass media such as television and film‖ (Zehnder S. M.& Calvert S. L. 2004, p.123).
Comic books also serve in this function because they deal in archetypes. The study of heroic
archetypes comes dominantly from the work of Joseph Cambell (1969, 1988 cited in Zehnder S.
M.& Calvert S. L. 2004, p.124) and is the loose frame work of narratives. This is appropriate for
comic books, which are seen as the modern narrative.
Comic books have been a part of the American mass media since the early 1900‘s.
Throughout the many decades of publication of this medium, there have been major changes that
have occurred. These changes have been demarcated into a series of ―ages.‖ However, because
the labeling of these ages has been done by collectors and comic historians, there is some debate
over the definitive nature of these labels. That said, there is a general understanding of the
categorization of comic books in terms of historical placement.

A Brief History of the Contemporary Comic Book
The history of the contemporary comic book has its roots in the late 1930‘s with the
publication of Action Comics #1 in April of 1938. This was the first appearance of Superman
(Zaid, 2007). In 1939, in an effort to follow up on the initial popularity of superman, national
comics introduced Batman in Detective Comics #27. The ―Golden Age‖ is the span of time
when the young comic book industry introduced many of the long lasting superheroes. The most
formidable feature of these early comic books was that they were more than reprints of ―funnies‖
from newspapers. With the increasing move towards war in Europe, comics provided an escape
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for audiences (Zaid, 2007). The superheroes of the Golden Age would soon provide a platform
for propaganda as the United States entered into the Second World War. Superman and Batman
could be seen encouraging the purchase of Bonds to support the war effort, Wonder Woman
operated as an icon similar to ―Rosie the Riveter,‖ and Captain America was portrayed fighting
the Nazis (punching, Hitler, himself on the cover of Captain America Comics #1).
With the end of World War II, there was a time when the superhero genre lost some of its
popularity. Other genres would briefly gain notoriety, such as westerns, crime stories, and horror
comics. These crime and horror genres would prompt negative reception to the comic book
medium as a whole. These repercussions would branch out to the superhero genre as well.
Rising concerns over atomic energy made their way into the comic book medium as well, giving
way to a lesser known ―Atomic Age‖ of comics. However, this designation is disputed. The
―Atomic Age‖ would not have many lasting effects on the overall history of the superhero genre.
Though the superhero genre, as a whole, lost some of its prominence in the spectrum of comic
book publication, there were several superhero publications specific to the time span. These
heroes tended to be atomic themed, in response to the audience‘s growing anxiety over the idea
of nuclear war.
For most, however, the ―Golden Age‖ of comics ostensibly ended circa 1954. Dr
Frederic Wertham‘s Seduction of the Innocent (1954), heavily critiques many of the superhero
comics for their content. Notable among this criticism, was alleged homoerotic readings of the
relationship between Batman and Robin, his young sidekick. Wertham further blamed comic
books as a cause for juvenile delinquency, The comic book industry reacted by forming the
Comics Code Authority, which was a censoring group with the aim of covering the industry from

12

such attacks. The overall end result of this attack on the young comic book industry was that the
stigma associated with comics was cemented.
The next phase of the Superhero genre of comic books occurred in the mid 1950‘s.
Comics were seen as a juvenile medium, viewed as sub literate. This was the start of the ―Silver
Age.‖ The ―Silver Age‖ of comics was a pivotal time for the superhero genre. Many of the
staples of the comic book industry had the base of their mythologies cemented. The narratives
were affected as a result of the criticisms outlined by Wertham (1954), however the ―Silver Age‖
was also an era of creativity. The ―Silver Age‖ is also associated with the first appearance of the
second Flash character. Presented in Showcase #4 (1956), the Flash was subject to a character
re- launch. Similarly, writers and artists revamped many of the existing heroes. The overall
effect was that many of the established heroes were brought back into prominence over other
genres in publication. Another landmark in the superhero genre occurred in the early 1960‘s.
Stan Lee, under the auspices of Marvel Comics (formerly Timely Comics) began creating a wave
of new superheroes. While DC Comics (formerly National Comics) owned most of the early
characters that would remain in continuous publication to this day, characters such as Superman,
Batman, Wonder Woman, Marvel would have its own stable of Superheroes. Comic books such
as Spiderman, The Incredible Hulk, the X-Men, Iron Man and many others were created during
this time.
The ―Bronze Age‖ of comics is deemed by some comic historians to mark the period of
time between circa 1973 and 1986. Many of the trappings of the silver age were held over, but
the most notable feature of this period was a shift in the tone of the superhero narrative.
Whereas the Silver Age is considered to have a certain degree of ―camp‖ associated with it the
Bronze Age is noted for many alterations to the superhero genre.
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The shift to a darker tone of

storytelling was part of a trend that would begin the move comic books into being a more serious
medium, which would be more evident in following years. Another key feature associated with
the Bronze Age of comics is the trend of relevancy. The comic books of this era began a move
towards being more socially conscious. In 1971, a series of Spiderman comics addressed the
issue of drug abuse, portraying it in a negative light (Amazing Spiderman #96-98, 1971). At the
time, the comics code authority prohibited the portrayal of drug use in comics, but the stories
were published regardless. The reception of this portrayal was positive, and soon the comics
code revised the ban to allow for such negative portrayals of drug abuse.
Soon after, DC comics published a similar story featuring the Green Arrow and the Green
Lantern (Green Lantern/Green Arrow #85-86). This story dealt with the Green Arrow‘s
sidekick, Speedy, who became addicted to heroin. As with the controversial Marvel story, the
portrayal was resoundingly negative. The series featuring the Green Lantern and Green Arrow
also addressed issues such as racial prejudice and other social issues. For the Green Lantern, this
trend had begun in 1970 when Dennis O‘Neil and Neil Adams took over the creative reins. In
addition to the change in the tone of story and increased focus on real world issues, the Bronze
Age is also cited as an era during which many minority superheroes were introduced. African
American superheroes Luke Cage (Hero for Hire), Misty Knight, Cyborg (of the Teen Titans),
John Stewart (Green Lantern) and Storm (X-Men) were all introduced during this period.
The Modern Age is, for most, the most contemporary age of comic book publication and
the superhero genre in particular. This era is thought to have begun circa 1985 with the advent
of several changes to the superhero genre. The Modern Age of comics is thought, by many, to
exist to the present day. However, as is the case with most of the defined ages of comic books,
there is some dispute as to the period of demarcation, as well as sub-classifications as new trends
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in superhero storytelling continue to occur. The generally agreed upon beginning of the Modern
Age is closely associated with DC Comics‘ Crisis on Infinite Earths (1985). The various
continuities of DC Comics‘ superheroes had become so convoluted that the decision had been
made effectively to sever ties with previous eras. In 1986, following the publication of Crisis,
many of the DC comics‘ heroes were completely revamped to provide a new starting point for
the continuities.
John Byrne began a new Superman series, Man of Steel (1986), which updated the origin story
for the new post Crisis continuity. Wonder Woman underwent a similar treatment by George
Perez (1987), and Batman was revamped by Frank Miller (1987). Coinciding with the onset of
the Modern Age, was the publication of several ―graphic novels‖ that would challenge previous
assumptions of comics and the superhero genre as being a juvenile medium. Frank Miller‘s
Batman: The Dark Knight Returns (1986) and Alan Moore‘s Watchmen (1986) are often cited as
being the first graphic novels to engage in adult themes as part of the story telling. Many
elements of the modern age comics are influenced by these adult themes. There is an increase in
sexuality in superhero stories. The moral lines depicted in the comic books of earlier ages
become less defined. If morality, as depicted in earlier comic books, is black-and-white, then the
modern age allowed for more grey areas.
Darker storytelling is a trend that greatly evolves in the Modern Age of comics. This
becomes a norm in an attempt to give added elements of realism and psychological complexity
to the superhero genre. One of the many examples of this was the death of Robin in 1988. The
Modern Age also gave rise to the ―Anti-hero‖ due to many of these shifts in tone. The ―Antihero‖ archetype figures heavily into many of the popular hero characters including, but not
limited to, Batman, the Punisher, Spawn, and Wolverine. Many smaller comic publishers begin
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offering an alternative to the mainstream superhero genre. Whereas before, superhero comics
were dominated by the two main publishers, Marvel and DC comics, several smaller publishing
groups are formed at this time. Image Comics and Valiant Comics formed and offered their own
stables of superheroes; however, many of these new wave of heroes fail to achieve longevity.
Comic books, in the Modern Age, interestingly enough created a perceived speculators market.
This occurred after reports were made in the mainstream news media that comic books were
good investments with potential future profit. Collectors responded by buying multiple copies of
issues that were thought to have some value as collector‘s items. The comic book industry
would then go on to manufacture books that would be thought of as such, printed on a higher
quality paper, often with holographic images. Many variant covers also became a norm for this
activity. The contemporary superhero genre remains seated in the modern age. Although, new
trends occur on a continuous basis, and further sub categories of classification are being argued,
the general consensus remains. Because there are many differing opinions on the way it should
be done, framing the history of the superhero genre and comic book publication can be vague.
What is evident, however, is that comic books and, by proxy, the superhero genre has undergone
many changes in its evolution.
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Geeks and Fanboys? : The Comic Book Audience
When one attempts to study comics, invariably the topic turns its attention to the audience of the
medium. Comic books have long been seen as ―traditionally a popular culture venue marketed
primarily to children (Emad, 2006, p.954).‖ However, it is illustrated that
despite degradations in taste, comic books have remained popular to a wide range of
people, from the adult males in their twenties and thirties who typically make up the
superhero comic audience to the growing number of manga (Japanese comic books)
readers that includes adolescents especially girls (Glazer, 2005 cited in Botzakis, 2009,
p.50).
―When people think of comic book readers, they typically get a vision of a stunted person
who lives in his parents‘ basement and spends countless hours arguing the minutiae of his
particular popular culture interests‖ (Botzakis, 2005, p.50). Paul Lopes (2006) identifies the
comic book audience as a subculture. There are varying degrees of fandom in the comic book
audience; those most associated with the subculture are termed ―fanboys/girls.‖ Lopes discusses
the traits and stereotypes associated with the fanboy/fangirl culture as being ―discredited
generally as asocial—poor interpersonal skills, lack of intelligence, and lack of self esteem‖
(Lopes, 2006, p.406). Alienation is another theme that is identified as being part of the
fanboy/fangirl experience. This is, perhaps, due to the stereotype itself. The description that
Lopes gives for the fanboy/fangirl stereotype is overwhelmingly negative.
As with other communities, comic book fans form into several sub categories.

Lopes

identifies three subcategories ―collectors, fanboys, and alternatives (Lopes, 2006, p.409). ―The
world of comic books, is not a homogeneous and completely harmonious subculture‖ (Ibid).
These different groups have different theories of value for comic books. ―The collectors‘ theory
of value focuses roughly on pre-1975 comic books and comic book artists‖ (Comic Book Artist,
June 2002:7 Cited in Lopes, 2006). This differentiates itself from ―alternatives‖ who focus on
―legitimating comic books as serious adult ‗sequential art‘ that is as worthy of respect as novels
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or painting, and they complain about the dominance of superhero comic books and fanboys in
the subculture‖ (Comics Journal, January 2002:14-15 cited in Lopes, 2006). Fanboy and
Fangirls are the subgroup that are stereotypical for comic book fans in general. This subgroup
―supports contemporary superhero/fantasy genres, including adult-oriented and alternativeoriented material.‖ Lopes makes note that while there are fans who fit into each of these
subgroups, these distinctions within the subculture fit, most generally, into these categories
(Lopes, 2006). Lopes (2006) discusses the subdivision of comic book fans from the perspective
of the stigma associated with the art form. There is a certain amount of ―infighting‖ between
alternatives and fanboys that Lopes claims ―is not uncommon when any cultural community is in
crisis‖ (2006, p.409).‖ The crisis that Lopes refers to is the stigmatizing of the overall culture by
outside forces. This is similar to the work done by Aden et. al. (2009) in that there is a
communal aspect. Aden et. al. state ―…concepts of community, place, and ritual are intimately
connected. Communities require places; without borders—physical or symbolic—a community
has no clear means of defining itself‖ (p.34). Just as the sports fans have the locations of their
watch parties, team jerseys, and various party rituals, comic book fans have the shops in which
they acquire their comic books, they have the specific comics which separate them into their
various sub divisions. Comic book fans and sports fans have similarities in their communal and
ritualistic elements. There is a question of how the comic book audience should differ from the
sports fan audience described by Aden et. al. (2009). Aden et. al. (2009) suggest that the ritual
of the sports fandom operates as a communal ritual, in which fans gather together at specific
locations, wearing specific attire to enjoy the games that they watch, and that fans of a specific
sports team have clearly defined borders with other sports fans who might not be fans of the
same team. Clearly, in the realm of sports fandom, there are subcultures specific to individual
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teams similar to those discussed by Lopes (2006) in terms of comic book fans. However, the
question must be raised; do sports fans also feel the sense of alienation, or bear the same negative
stereotype that comic book fans do? It would be assumed not as the comic book medium, and
the audience associated with it, is subject to the stigmatization described by Lopes.
Discussion of the comic book audience is not limited to stigma. Botzakis (2009)
discusses the reasons adult comic book fans read comic books. After collecting the qualitative
data for his particular study, Botzakis identified four themes that were common. Botzakis (2009)
identifies reading as study, reading as appreciation and ownership, reading as friendship, and
reading as a search for meaning. The adult readership of comic books, as illustrated by this
study, operates according to uses and gratifications theory (Blumler & Katz, 1974), which
proposes that users take an active part in the communication process, and are goal oriented in
their media use. The ―reading as study‖ theme is used to describe the way in which one
participant regarded the reading of comic books as useful for gleaning insight into the culture
that produced it. ―Reading as appreciation and ownership‖ describes another aspect of
readership that is simply for the gratification of doing so (Bozatkis, 2009). Also connected to
this theme is the ―collectible aspect‖ of comic books, in which comic books become a
commodity. The participant whose stories reflected this describes a feeling of pleasure derived
from owning his comic books, and that they could be used to trade for profit in some cases and to
trade for other stories in other cases. ―Reading as friendship‖ is used to describe the way in
which, for one participant, the comic books represented a constant when other things in his
personal life are going wrong. Finally ―reading as search for meaning‖ describes the way in
which one reader read the texts in search for the ―usable parts‖ and that ―comic-book stories
were as viable an option for him as literary or religious texts (Botzakis, 2009, p.57).‖
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It is further suggested that comic book superheroes may have potential to cultivate moral
understanding. Martin (2007) attempts to study children‘s attitudes towards superheroes as
potential indicators of moral understanding. The children involved in the study, who were
familiar with the superheroes Martin used, tended to rate both the superheroes and themselves as
engaging in pro-social behaviors. Martin (2007) felt that the findings partially supported the
hypothesis that the ―student‘s personal attitudes are positively related to their attitudes about
superheroes...‖(p.249). Martin further suggested that ―children may be drawn to superheroes not
just because of their powers, but also because of the behavior they promote. This idea is similar
to the cultivation theory (Gerbner, 1976), which proposed that mass media could affect the
people who use it. This is also similar to the concept of Entertainment Education in that the
children in Martin‘s study are clearly engaging in parasocial interaction. The children, in this
case, identified with and so related the pro-social behavior of the superheroes with their own
behavior.

The Mythology of Superman: A Brief History
The beginnings of the superhero genre are linked to the first appearance of Superman in
1938. Superman was the brainchild of Jerry Seigel and Joe Schuster, two young men from
Cleveland who were descended from Jewish immigrants. The writer/ artist duo originally wrote
the character as a villain in a short story, ―Reign of the Superman‖ (1934). This first inception of
the character was a mentally powered villain, seeking to dominate the world. When this did not
sell, Seigel and Schuster reworked their character, altering the mental powers to physical powers
and turning him into a hero rather than the villain that was originally intended (Burns & Singer,
2006). Superman‘s origin story was detailed in the first Superman story (1938), where he was
sent to earth as an infant in order to escape the destruction of his home planet. Upon arriving on
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earth, the infant shows signs of super powers that would mature into the beginnings of what
audiences now are familiar with. The original origin story does not feature many of the elements
that have since become key parts of the superman mythology. Many of these elements would
later be introduced.
Action Comics #1 featured the first appearance of the iconic Superman audiences are
familiar with even today. It was not long after that Superman was portrayed in a radio serial
starring Bud Collyer in the dual role of Clark Kent and Superman. This radio show would be the
first of many attempts to widen the Superman audience. This radio show would also be
responsible for many alterations of the character into what the character is today. Seigel and
Schuster‘s original Superman was ―more powerful than a locomotive‖ and ―able to leap tall
buildings in a single bound‖ (these descriptions were later many variations for different shows on
radio and television). However, the original Superman could not fly. This would later be added
for the radio show, as would the characters of Perry White, Jimmy Olsen, and Kryptonite, the
weakness for the hero.
The Superman radio show was also used as a means of fighting the Klu Klux Klan. Jake
Rossen (2008) tells the story of Stetson Kennedy, a civil rights activist who had infiltrated the
KKK. Kennedy spied on the KKK, and fed information to the writers and producers of the
Superman radio show. The writers would then use the information provided by Kennedy to
write stories in which Superman would fight the Klan and the racial prejudice they espoused.
In the comic books of the Golden Age, Superman quickly moved from fighting gangsters
to fighting the Nazis, as concerns over the war in Europe grew. Superman was used as an
advertising method, in the case of encouraging people to buy war bonds, and later taking a more
active role. Writers were careful not to portray Superman as being too powerful a force against
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the axis, as a sign of respect to the soldiers fighting not to seemingly diminish their efforts. It
was during the mid forties that national comics began publishing Superboy (1944). The
mythology added with the Superboy stories included the town of Smallville, where Superman
grows up, and the Kents as the parents that adopt the infant Superman.
The Silver Age of comic would coincide with a series of criticisms against the comic
book industry. Superman was decried as being ―fascist‖ by Frederic Wertham (1954).
Superman in the Silver Age would alter in turn to counter these criticisms. Superman in the
1950‘s became symbolic of the status quo (Burns & Singer, 2006). This period of Superman was
when the scope of Superman‘s powers grew to the point that there was nothing Superman could
not do. Too much power would prove to be a hindrance to the writing of Superman‘s
adventures. The Silver Age also saw a growth of Superman related characters. Lois Lane and
Jimmy Olsen were given comic book series of their own. There would also be the addition of
Supergirl, Krypto the superdog, a supermonkey, and a superhorse. After the comic book and
radio incarnations of Superman, the next important step was the live action production. Kirk
Alyn was the first live action Superman in the film serials of 1948 and 1950. George Reeves
played the man of steel in the 1950‘s television show, The Adventures of Superman. In 1966,
Superman was a Broadway musical. Christopher Reeve played him in (the now classic)
Superman: The Movie (1978). Reeve would go on to play Superman in the film‘s subsequent
three sequels. This is only to name a few. More recently, Superman has been portrayed by
actors Tom Welling, Dean Cain, and Brandon Routh each adding a new face to the Superman
mythology
Superman, in the Modern Age, has gone through several changes. Jim Lee puts it best
stating ―…Superman had been portrayed in turn as the Ultimate Yuppie, a political lapdog, and
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even as a frazzeled, husband/superhero who just happened to have the power to fly through the
sun unscathed, he always remained, deep inside, the same. He was the ultimate Status Quo:
literally and figuratively bulletproof‖ (Azarrello, Lee 2005b, p.143)!‖ Superman is one of
merely a few comics that have been continually published since the start of the contemporary
comic book in the 1930‘s. Jake Rossen (2008) posits that ―the pervasiveness of film and
television has allowed the character to be seared into our national psyche, his mythology
becoming household currency‖ (Rossen, 2008, p. ix). As Superman is considered, by many, to
be the epitome of the heroic archetype, an analysis would be instructive in answering questions
about the way in which we see the heroic ideal. The following research questions are posited in
order to further understand the place of the mediated hero in the overall spectrum of the mass
media.
Media studies have mainly been concerned with other elements of the mass media in a
way that has left comic books relatively ignored. Because of this inattention, while notions of
the post 9/11 hero might be of interest to communication scholars, no one has conducted a study
of heroic portrayals in the post 9/11 comic book medium. Because of the wealth of heroic
portrayals in comic books, and the inattention granted to the medium despite the truth that there
is an audience of people for whom these inquiries are salient, I pose the following research
question.
RQ 1: How do comic book portrayals of Superman in the post 9/11 era imagine the hero?
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY
Given the history of the character of Superman, and the place that character has taken in
popular culture, the methodology of this study is heavily influenced by interpretation analysis
methods. Because of the sheer volume of media artifacts in existence throughout the span of
time that Superman has been in the realm of popular culture, the decision was made to focus on a
sample of artifacts from 2000 to the present. The hermeneutic perspective best fits this type of
study in that the goal is to treat the Superman narratives as texts that contain meaning both
intended and unintended. Kvale (1996 cited in Laverty, 2003) treats human cultural activity as
texts to be studied using interpretation to find meaning. According to Laverty (2003) the ‗texts‘
referred to by Kvale include ―written or verbal communication, visual arts and music‖ (p.9).
Because of the amount of presence Superman has in the popular culture, there is not one of the
previously mentioned avenues of ―text‖ that is not associated in one way or another. The comic
book is a hybrid of written and visual art. The film and television Superman is a visual text as
well as a written text, and both use music that is readily identifiable.
Jules Prown (1982) proposed a methodology that was used in material culture theory,
which he defined as ―The study through artifacts of the beliefs - values, ideas, attitudes and
assumption - of a particular community or society at a given time‖ (p.1). The method of analysis
suggested by Prown (1982) focuses on three principles of analysis: description, deduction and
speculation. The description principle studies the substance and form of the physical object. For
the purposes of this study, the description principle will be augmented for the reason that while
containing physical properties, the area of analysis is not a physical object. Prown states ―…The
physical object is read at a particular moment in time. The object is almost certainly not
identical to what it was when it was fabricated‖ (Prown, 1982 p.7). Prown makes this assertion
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from the perspective of an art historian. While that view might be perfectly reasonable in that
context, in talking about film, television, and mass produced periodicals, it is safe to assume that
physicality is not an issue. Instead, this study will be substituting content for substance and the
form will be defined as the media form that constitutes the individual artifacts (television, film,
and comic book).
The principle of deduction refers to the engagement between the investigator and artifact
(Bowlby, 2003). This engagement occurs through sensory, intellectual and emotional response.
Prown suggests that it ―involves the empathetic linking of the material (actual) or represented
world of the object with the perceiver‘s world of existence and experience‖ (1982 p.8). Prown
describes the process of deduction through engagement with the artifact as a series of steps.
Sensory engagement refers to the physical engagement. From the perspective that Prown writes
from, this involves the actual touching of an object, or the sensory perception of architecture
―while moving through it‖ (p.9). Prown notes the empathetic engagement in the case of pictures
when the ―analyst projects himself into the represented world‖ (Ibid). The third step of the
deduction principle is the emotional response. Prown justifies this step by saying ―Reactions
vary in kind, intensity, and specificity, but it is not uncommon to discover that what one
considered a subjective response is in fact widely shared‖ (1982, p.9).
The final principle is speculation which refers to interpretation of the response referred to
in the speculative and deduction stages. According to Prown (1982), ―This is the time of
summing up what has been learned from the internal evidence of the object itself, turning those
data over in one‘s mind, developing theories that might explain the various effects observed and
felt‖ (p.10). This process happens in the mind of the investigator. Modifications of perspective
must be made to account for Prown‘s specific focus when developing this methodology to

25

account for the disparity between his specific perspective and the purposes of this study. Prown
discusses cultural bias in assumption that the investigator and the object are from two different
societies, either culturally or temporally. In this specific case, the investigator and the artifacts in
question are from the same temporal and cultural standpoint. The methodology suggested by
Prown works along similar lines of reason as the treatment of comics as speculative fictions
suggested by Mirtra Emad (2006). Emad asserts that these fictions ―yield insights as to the
conditions of their production‖ (p.956). For the purposes of this study, this is taken to mean that
the stories that are told reflect the times in which they are told.

Gathering the artifacts
In order to analyze the mediated heroic ideal as portrayed by the character of Superman, a
number of artifacts were collected. Superman was chosen as the focal point for this analysis
because Superman has been consistently represented across the realm of mass media throughout
the character‘s history. The comic book artifacts were chosen to gather a sample which roughly
spanned the ten year span from 2000 to 2010. The comic book artifacts were kept, for the most
part, to those released in trade paperback format (TPB) in order to maintain completed story
lines. For the purposes of this analysis, the comic book artifacts will be referred to by the title of
the trade paperback unless otherwise noted. The TPB format is handy for separating the mass of
potential artifacts for reference. The comic book artifacts chosen were Superman: For
Tomorrow (volumes 1 and 2), Superman: Last Son, and Birthright. Also included for analysis
was Superman/Batman: Public Enemies and DC: New Frontier (volumes 1 and 2).
In order to decrease any confusion due to the particular choice of terms, trade paperback
(TPB) refers to the particular subset of graphic novels. The trade paperback format is
differentiated from traditional graphic novels in that TPB‘s are collections of already published
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stories. Keeping in mind that ‗graphic novels‘ is a more generalized term, in different contexts it
can come to be interchangeable with TPB, or it can be taken as a more generalized term to be
representative of the comic book medium in its entirety. In attempting to obtain a fairly
representational sample for the past ten years of Superman publications, the TPB format is quite
helpful. Comic books are published, generally speaking, on a monthly basis. In the gathering of
artifacts, it is a prudent move to work with those in which you can have a year‘s worth of
material collected into one or two volumes, depending on the length of the story line, as opposed
to referring to each individual issue.
The analysis of the comic book portrayal will focus on the framing of the narratives with
a particular focus on interpreting the deeper meanings behind such framing. How do the
characters in the stories relate to one another, and how do these relations inform the potential
symbolic functions of these vague terms such as hero and villain? Another focus of analysis are
the stories themselves, and how the stories relate to the times in which they were written. The
question of treating these narratives as ―text‖ leads to the main concern of determining what
these texts are saying. The meaning of these texts will be interpreted based more on the written,
verbal and visual components. The focus of the interpretation of meaning will be made based on
the types of Superman stories that are being told. In attempting an analysis of this magnitude, a
theoretical perspective was constructed as a means to filter the potential messages and help guide
any interpretations made concerning the character portrayals and narrative of each of the artifact
types. This perspective was formed in order guide the analysis of the many individual artifacts
across the three media outlets. These artifacts will be analyzed according to a number of
assumptions. The first assumption guiding the analysis of this study is that Superman is meant to
be seen as heroic. This is perhaps the most important of the ideas guiding this study. The
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concept of heroism itself is at no time called into question. The concept of heroism is a vague
concept with many, often times, opposing ideas concerning the definition depending on the
source of the definition. These notions of heroism are not static ideas, but ever changing
depending on the cultural and temporal origins. Superman‘s status as an icon for the heroic
concept has long been established in the seventy two year history of the character in popular
culture. For that reason, the study will operate from the perspective that Superman is meant to
be seen as a hero, and that the heroic stature will be viewed as being a representation of good.
Secondly, the study will operate on the idea that media artifacts have the ability to serve
as discourse. In keeping with the idea of speculative fiction (Emad, 2006) that these fictions can
―yield much insight into the particular conditions of their production (p.956),‖ it is thought that,
in yielding said insight, these artifacts are indeed acting as a method of discourse. The
assumption that the Superman narratives act as a discourse is grounded in the idea that there is a
communication flow between the writers and the audience. There are issues of the framing of
the characters of such narratives that are seemingly meant to evoke a response from the audience.
The analysis and interpretation of the meaning of these stories can help provide a possible insight
into the ways in which the hero is perceived in the current time setting. It is not assumed that
any interpretations made are in any way definitive, merely a starting point for future
consideration. The interpretation of these artifacts will not attempt to arrive at a definitive
conclusion to end all conclusions. Instead, the aim is to offer possible explanations as to what
meaning can be derived from engaging with the heroic portrayals contained within
the media artifacts in question. The interpretive method proposed by Prown (1982) offers the
possibility of alternate explanations that are based on individual intellectual and emotional
engagement. All in all, the interpretive analysis method is thought most appropriate for this
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study because, as Duncan (1999) states…―In any act of communication, the meaning (the
decoded message) ultimately resides with the receivers (para. 49).‖ Meaning is not a fixed
concept, meaning is fluid as interpretation can be different.
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CHAPTER 3: TEXTUAL FINDINGS
The Superman comic books published since 2000 illustrate a number of portrayals of the
heroic ideal. The following artifacts were sampled from the DC Comics‘ publications spanning
the timeframe of 2000 to the present. The artifacts present the character in a variety of settings
and contexts that prove interesting when considering their place in the larger scheme of the icon
that is Superman. The portrayals found in these comic book artifacts can be categorized into a
set of themes. The themes in which the heroic portrayals will be discussed are: political context,
identity, and exercise of power. The following sections will breakdown the artifacts in terms of
the three thematic groupings, interpretation of the meanings of representations will be addressed
later.
Theme: political context
The theme of political context refers to the way in which many of the artifacts studied
have a political context, either direct or implied, in the narrative. Superman/Batman: Public
Enemies (Loeb, McGuinness, 2005) is a story that portrays Superman in an anti government
light. In this story, Lex Luthor is President of the United States, and he was written into the
presidential office in 2000. Under Luthor‘s administration, many of the heroes are put to work.
Superman refuses to be associated with Luthor and so he remains an unsanctioned hero. The
story hinges on a massive Kryptonite meteor that is on a collision course with earth. Lex Luthor
spins the story to the public that the meteor is headed towards earth because Superman is on
Earth. Luthor offers a reward of one billion dollars to whoever turns Superman in. This leads to
a series of confrontations for Superman and Batman, first with a group of super villains seeking
the reward money, then with a group of heroes seeking his capture as part of their duty to the
U.S. government. Superman confronts Lex Luthor, who has captured those heroes close to him
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and Batman. In one scene, Superman has Luthor by the throat and is contemplating killing him.
Luthor goads him on saying ―If you take my life you‘ll be hunted—despised. So called heroes
demoralized everywhere. Do it then, give me what I‘ve always wanted--The end of you‖ (Loeb,
McGuinness, 2005, p.125).
Superman and Lex Luthor have one more battle as the meteor problem is resolved. With
the meteor crisis being handled by another hero, Luthor in a suit of battle armor that allows him
the ability to confront Superman physically, attacks Superman (p.138-143). During this fight
some of the more political themes emerge. Superman tells Luthor ―I‘m really glad you took this
step—So the whole world can see you for the evil that you truly are‖ (p.138). As the fight
continues the reader is made privy to Superman‘s thoughts:
―The United States doesn‘t need me to dictate, or worse, deprive her people of that most
precious gift. The freedom of choice. Even when I knew in my heart that choice was
wrong. Lex Luthor should never have become president of the United States. End of
story‖ (Loeb, McGuinness, 2005, p.145).
Superman, in this one simple segment of inner monologue, illustrates the dynamic
between the hero and the fictional representative of the American government. The conflict
between the two is completely overt. This is a contrast to the political context in DC: The New
Frontier (Cooke, 2004). DC: The New Frontier (Cooke, 2004) is set in the DC Comics‘
mythology of the 1950‘s and early 1960‘s. Though it is not officially a Superman story in that
Superman is not the main protagonist, he does figure strongly into the narrative. The main
strength of The New Frontier is that it features a series of interconnected storylines in which the
entire stable of DC comics superheroes play a part. New Frontier was originally a six issue story
that was later collected into a two volume graphic novel.
The story, itself, is a revisionist look at the superheroes of the Silver Age. Within the
confines of the story, Eisenhower is president, the McCarthy fueled Red Scare has recently
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happened and America is still in a state of Cold War paranoia. It is also a time when a ―new‖
breed of masked heroes is coming onto the national scene. These new heroes are the main
protagonists of the story. Though Superman does not play a prominent role in the plot of New
Frontier, he is used to great effect to illustrate the heroic ideal and also is used as a vehicle for
critique of the mentality of the era.
The story begins with a back story explaining how the heroes of the ―Golden Age‖ are
caught up in the frenzy of the post-WWII red scare and are outlawed by the federal government
(Cooke, 2004 volume 1 p.33-35). ―Ironically, in places like French Indochina, U.S. foreign
policy was being covertly enforced by an immortal…and an alien‖ (Cooke, 2004 vol.1 p 35).
The first mention of Superman occurs during this flashback, in which it is shown that Superman
is working for the federal government alongside Wonder Woman. The reference is that Wonder
Woman is an Amazon, out of Greek myth, while Superman is an alien from the planet Krypton.
The next mention of Superman occurs in an article that also sums up the storyline of the
Government‘s ban of the Superheroes (Cooke, 2004a, p. 43-47). This part of the book is told
using prose format writing and static images, as if out of a magazine. Superman is further shown
to be a part of the government agenda, as the story is told that Eisenhower had ordered Superman
to round up the heroes who refuse to comply with the government ban (Cooke, 2004a, p.45).
This is accompanied by a full page illustration of Superman fighting Batman (Cooke, 2004a,
p.46), and though in the illustration Superman looks to have the upper hand in the fight, the story
makes it clear that Batman was not defeated.
The reader first sees Superman in action during a scene in which Superman arrives in a
Korean village to keep tabs on a mission that Wonder Woman was a part of. The scene begins
with a Newspaper headline that reads ―Superman and Wonder Woman Ease Suffering for Indo-
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China‖ (Cooke, 2004a, p.71). The moment is especially poignant in that the context illustrated
by the media coverage is in stark contrast to the ‗reality‘ of the scene itself. Superman is
surveying a scene of recent destruction and questions, ―My God… what kind of people are
these? This isn‘t war. Its…destruction‖ (Cooke, 2004a, p.71). ―I suppose it was just a matter of
time before they sent you‖ (Cooke, 2004a, p.72), Wonder Woman says as Superman enters a hut
in which she is celebrating with a group of women whom she has helped to survive the atrocities
of the war in Asia, by enabling them to fight back. Superman is portrayed as outraged by this:
―You‘re supposed to set an example‖ (Cooke, 2004a, p.77). The argument is countered by the
assertion that in helping the women find justice, the American way is being served. Wonder
Woman sees no wrong in her actions; she is not willing restrict her view of justice to ―some dirty
act of sabotage that our government sanctions‖ (Cooke 2004a, p. 78). The last real word that
Superman has on the subject is to threaten to report Wonder Woman to the undersecretary.
The only other points in which Superman appears or is mentioned in the first half of New
Frontier also points to a sense of political utility. In a particular scene which takes place after a
title bout in Las Vegas, Bruce Wayne (Batman), Lois Lane and Oliver Queen (Green Arrow)
discuss the fates of the Justice Society. The Justice Society is a team of heroes from WWII that
retired from heroics when faced with Cold War hysteria. In a particular exchange, Lois Lane
makes the comment…

Lois Lane- ―Well, they might not be good Americans, but at least they have a sense of
decorum.‖
Bruce Wayne- ―Here we go Ollie, straight from Superman‘s mouth to Lois Lane‘s
typewriter.‖
Oliver Queen- ―Ha! Yeah Lois, what‘s with you lately?‖
Lois Lane- ―Whether you agree with Superman or not, at least he‘s standing up for what
he believes in, which is more than you spoiled boys can say.‖ (Cooke, 2004a, p.104)
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The irony is not lost that Lane is conversing with Batman and the Green Arrow, two superheroes
in their own right. However, the implication stands that Superman is in agreement with the
political forces that are censoring the heroes, or at least enabling the status quo.
The second volume of New Frontier is where Superman is most featured. Superman, in
this volume, undergoes a metamorphosis. Superman‘s story arc in the latter half of New Frontier
is dedicated towards moving from government enforcer to a leader of heroes. Superman begins
this change from a position of naiveté. In this scene, Superman has gone to the home of the
Amazons to find Wonder Woman who has retired from government work:
Wonder Woman- Lovely day isn‘t it Kal?
Superman- Diana, I need to know why you left. It can‘t just be that oaf Nixon at the
press conference. Why did you retire?
Wonder Woman- Open your eyes Kal! I didn‘t retire…I was forced out. Because of my
beliefs.
Superman- But Diana, Why would they do that? You‘re a champion of the people‖
(Cooke, 2004b, p.29).
In this exchange it seems clear that Superman is non questioning of the status qou and his place
in the larger realm of politics. Further, it illustrates that Superman believes in ―rightness‖ of the
prevailing American culture. This position is called into question when Wonder Woman states:
Yes so they bought me off with a medal and sent me on holiday. Because what I have to
say doesn‘t line up with their agenda. They don‘t want me if they can‘t use me. That‘s
not the America I fought for. My America…our America is an ideal, not an
administration. In World War 2, we knew we were right. And we‘ve always just
assumed we were right ever since. Kal, your real power lies not in your strength, but in
your values and compassionate spirit. That‘s what America needs right now. Not
another administration. It needs a leader. (Cooke, 2004b, p.30)
This scene is very telling when considering the portrayal of Superman. The dialogue clearly
illustrates the importance of values and compassion as key ingredients to the formation of the
Superman character. At this point in the story, we see Superman as being at a sort of crossroad.
Wonder Woman is pushing for Superman to step up and embody an ideal. As New Frontier
progresses, it is easy to see the relative function of the Superman character within the frame of
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the narrative. Superman has relatively few action sequences throughout the whole of the story.
He fights a giant robot (Cooke, 2004b, pp. 50-52, p. 56), he rescues astronauts from and
exploding spaceship (Cooke, 2004b, p.60), he fights a pterodactyl (Cooke, 2004b, pp. 95-96.),
and he begins the fight against the massive threat that the story revolves around (Cooke 2004b,
p.125-128), though he is quickly defeated.
The climax of the story is where Superman shifts from a passive to a more active heroic
portrayal. The speech that Superman delivers (Cooke, 2004b, p.122-123) is aimed at rallying the
heroes who are divided by political affiliation- those who have been outlawed against those who
are government sanctioned. In this scene Superman quells a fight that breaks out among the
heroes by saying:
―I see I have your attention. Good. This is going to stop, here and now. What has
happened to this country of ours? We‘re all here to help fight this thing, to protect our
homeland. We know it will be the challenge of our lives and still, we bicker back and
forth about a mask or a uniform. My best friend is lying upstairs right now. She would
have given her last breath for this country, and she may yet. I could hardly look her in
the eye. This country was founded on the notion that a person should be free to follow
their destiny. Many of us here have devoted our lives to defending that freedom. Many
who would be here tonight gave their lives for that grand notion. So tonight that‘s what I
intend to do. Follow my destiny. I will no longer be party to any form of oppression or
persecution. I will not countenance any evils that threaten the constitutional freedoms of
this great nation‘s people, whether they come from outside or within. It is my
destiny…My goal, to take part in reclaiming this country. For free men and women
everywhere. And I know in your hearts that you all want this too.‖ (Cooke 2004b, p.122123)
The portrayals that describe the theme of political context are interesting in that both
portray Superman as being at odds with the American government. The manner of opposition is
what differentiates the portrayals in the separate artifacts. Public Enemies portrays Superman as
being in overt conflict with the American government as led by Lex Luthor. The nature of the
conflict is a tangible axis of conflict. Superman stands against the American government by
standing against the President of the United States. Lex Luthor uses his position as the leader of
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the United States to further a villainous agenda. When these opposing forces meet, the resulting
conflict can only be overt in nature. Superman enacts his heroism by active triumph in this
conflict. In the end, the meteor crisis is averted, and due to Lex Luthor‘s actions in attacking
Superman, he is effectively impeached and will not be reelected president. Superman is cleared
of all charges brought against him during the events of the story. This is contrasted in DC: New
Frontier, where the conflict is less tangible. Superman begins this story as a supporter of a
paranoid American status quo. Cooke uses Superman‘s story arc as a means of delivering a
critical look at the politics of the time. The story is clearly set against a political backdrop. This
backdrop allows for some telling heroic portrayals. First we see Superman as an extension of a
political regime; Superman‘s heroics are ultimately directed by his association with the political
administration portrayed in the story. It is not until his last major scene in which he gives the
rallying speech that begins the climactic confrontation that the reader sees Superman in the role
of a leader of heroes and champion of the people. When this scene is considered in comparison
to the first scene in which Superman appears, there is a notable change in the character portrayal.
In the first scene, Superman berates Wonder Woman for seemingly overstepping boundaries in
terms of sanctioned heroics. In the speech he delivers toward the end, he is formally questioning
the ideology that he was participating in.
The speech itself, though it only takes up four panels over two pages, makes for an
interesting point of consideration. In the speech he questions the direction of the ideology of the
status qou, ―What has happened to this country of ours‖(Cooke 2004b,p. 122)? Superman
further goes on to point out the futility of the political infighting, before denouncing the
affiliations that were characteristic of the character this far into the story. He says, ―I will no
longer be party to any form of oppression or persecution. I will not countenance any evils that
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threaten the constitutional freedoms of this great nation‘s people, whether they come from
outside or within. It is my destiny…My goal, to take part in reclaiming this country…‖ (Cooke,
2004b, p. 123). This is the turning point that moves Superman into the heroic arena as it is set in
the story. Because Superman‘s story arc ostensibly ends at this point, when he is defeated by the
antagonist yet paves the way for the other heroes to succeed, Superman‘s function is to put
across the notion of the heroic ideal as being separated from the political realm. So, even though
Superman has been portrayed as representing a particular government agenda, the true substance
of Superman‘s heroism is brought into light when he distances himself to the limited scope of
political agenda to the larger scope of the ―for the good of all‖ mentality.
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Theme: Exercise of Power
The second theme prevalent in the artifacts studied concerns the exercise of power. This
theme will be used to describe the representations that share more of a philosophical edge to
them. The heroic portrayals inherent in this thematic grouping are more concerned with the
question of when to act and when not to act. During the climax of Public Enemies, as Superman
battles Lex Luthor, there is a telling segment of Superman‘s inner monologue which fits into this
thematic categorization:
―If I am guilty of one mistake, it was putting my faith in the American people not to vote
for him. The world will never know how I struggled with the decision to stay out of the
electoral process. Should I have gone on television and told the voters not to elect this
man? And what then? If I use my influence—my character and reputation—to tell
people how to vote, what does that make me?‖ (Loeb, McGuinness, 2005, p.141)
Here, Superman questions the choice to stay out of the electoral process and it is clear from the
narrative that it takes more strength to not act when the alternative insinuates an imposition of
one‘s ―best interests‖ at the cost of freedom. This idea is further explored in the following
passage continuing the inner monologue. This following passage acts in both this theme and the
political context theme, the following passage was quoted earlier in the theme of political
context, yet it also has meaning for the theme of exercise of power:
―The United States doesn‘t need me to dictate, or worse, deprive her people of that most
precious gift. The freedom of choice. Even when I knew in my heart that choice was
wrong. Lex Luthor should never have become president of the United States. End of
story (Loeb, McGuinnes, 2005, p.145).‖
The theme of exercise of power is most prevalent in the narrative in For Tomorrow. For
Tomorrow (Azzarello B., Lee J., 2005) puts Superman in the position of questioning the very
heroics that make Superman the character he is. Superman, in this context, takes more of a
philosophical spin. The story centers on an event that causes the disappearance of a large
number of people, including Lois Lane, in what is referred to as ―the vanishing.‖ The reader
learns of the back story through a series of dialogues between Superman and a Catholic priest,
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Father Leone. The assumption is made that Superman wishes to give confession to the priest.
His sin was to save the world (Azzarello B., Lee J., 2005a, p.27). This is a darker spin on the
heroic ideal. The theme of the exercise of power is a recurring theme throughout the work,
particularly in a few key scenes to the story. One of the most pertinent scenes in describing the
sense of disconnection between Superman and the world occurs through flashback, as Superman
tells Father Leone about one of his examples of failure:
― The vanishing originated somewhere in a 300- mile region. Some might say so did life,
civilization, faith…and death. A region, a desert where blood flows more freely than
water. I went, like I always do, with the intention to save humanity from some
catastrophic threat. But when I got there… I decided to save you from yourselves.‖
(Azzarello, Lee, 2005a, p.41)
The imagery which accompanies this section of text is a series of striking images. It begins with
an image of a man on fire running through smoky backdrop of destruction. This is followed by
an image of two men being thrown violently by an explosion, next there is a birds eye view of a
damaged building. This is followed by an image of an insurgent manning a machine gun, the
view is from above and behind. The last image is of the insurgent looking behind himself, with
an expression of fear. The scene continues with Superman continuing the story:
Superman- I took your guns away from you
Father Leone- All of them?
Superman- Every last one. Along with your rocket launchers, mortars, grenades, and
knives. I took them, and I destroyed them. And I told you…‖ (Azzarello, Lee, 2005a p.
42)
This dialogue is accompanied by an image of insurgents, unarmed reacting with surprise as a red
blur passes over them and an image of Superman crushing the weapons in his hand. The next
page features a full page close up of Superman with a severe expression on his face as he
declares ―No more‖ (Azzarello, Lee, 2005a p. 42). The sequence is followed by a 2 page
―silent‖ montage that illustrates Superman hovering over the two groups of insurgents who have
stopped fighting and are looking up to Superman with what can be regarded as fear (p.44-45).
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This ends with a child on one side of the conflict looking up to Superman in anger, and hitting
him with a stone (p.46). Then all hell breaks loose, as Superman describes:
―One stone. That‘s all it took. Invaders from mars, creatures on the loose, mad scientists
and giant robots…Bogeymen hiding under beds and in closets. I‘ve always tried to show
you that there‘s nothing to be afraid of…That fear was in your mind. But then you
showed me that the greatest threat to humanity…is in your hearts. (Azzarello, Lee,
2005a, p. 47-48)
The sequence of images which accompany this text are as follows; there is an image of child
standing in Superman‘s shadow after the stone has been thrown. The child is hit by a stone (this
entire image is hued red). This is followed by Superman looking down as fighting between
insurgents resumes. Finally, the sequence ends with an image of a cap worn by the child who
threw the stone at Superman lies on the ground.
This scene is important to the narrative of For Tomorrow. The question of the efficacy of
the actions of the super-heroics is addressed in a seemingly negative light. The further handling
of the elements of isolation and efficacy are central to the plot. Superman repeatedly refers to
the human race as ―you‖ when talking to father Leone. In another sequence, Superman is
scolded by the Justice League for his actions in the unspecified country (Azzarello, Lee, 2005a,
103-106). The League will not help him figure out the source of the vanishing, and because of
their perceptions of his actions, they make it clear that they might have to stop him. The climax
of the first volume occurs when Superman recounts to Father Leone about a battle with
elemental forces representing, earth, air, fire, and water (Azzarello, Lee, 2005 a, p. 113-136).
Halcyon, a witch, has empowered these forces to attack America, because it is the country that
has ―adopted‖ Superman. During the battle, Superman is referred to as ―foreigner‖ and told that
people will die if he does not leave. After a lengthy battle, Superman calls their bluff,
threatening to destroy the planet saying…―and then—reluctantly-- I will find a new home…as a
foreigner (Azzarello, Lee, 2005a, p.133).‖ This is a far cry from the squeaky clean, ―boy scout‖
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image that has been more commonly associated with the Superman character. Threatening to
destroy the earth is certainly a darker portrayal of Superman when considered in the context of
the history of the character.
The second volume of For Tomorrow is mainly concerned with the explanation of the
vanishing event that is referred to in volume 1. Superman discovers that he, himself, is
responsible for the vanishing. Everyone who had disappeared, including Lois Lane, has been
living in a paradise of Superman‘s creation. Realizing that his actions were wrong, he ventures
into his utopian world in order to return everyone to earth. The question of why the paradise was
created is answered when Superman remembers Lois Lane asking hypothetically ―what if what
happened on krypton happened on earth (Azzarello, Lee, 2005b, p.74).‖ The answer was for
Superman to create a world to send the humans on earth in case of world destruction. When he
arrives, he finds that a large number of those vanished people were angered by their plight.
Superman is puzzled by this reaction:
Superman- What‘s that?
Lois Lane- They‘re back.
Superman- Who?
Lois Lane- The others. You said that our disappearance from earth is referred to there as
the vanishing…well, some here called it the banishing. You see…Not everyone who was
brought into paradise, bought into paradise.
Superman- But everything you need—
Lois Lane- --isn‘t necessarily what everyone wants. For some…everything is not
enough. (Azzarello, Lee, 2005 b, p.83-84)
The scene depicts a crucial element in the portrayal of the superhero narrative. In this telling, the
antagonistic force is the human condition. The way in which Lois Lane sums up the situation
reflects the scene in the first volume in which Superman disarms the fighters in the Middle
Eastern country. Superman acts in a way to preserve life but the actions prove ineffectual as the
people saved found a way to fight anyway. In the final battle, Superman faces off against Zod, a
kryptonian general who acts as leader of the dissenting force. The battle itself is much like any
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other example of Superman versus a physically powerful antagonist. What is of interest in this
particular battle is the context of introspection that occurs. During the battle, Superman ponders
the situation
―As I watch a world I created rot and burst from within, I‘m struck hardest, not by the
fists of one I fear may be able to best me…but by my own arrogance. I tried to save the
world, now I struggle to save another… Metropia. Made in my own image out of the
clay of the phantom zone, because of what I perceived to be my father‘s failure. I felt he
didn‘t do enough…and now I‘ve done too much. For I‘ve learned…what doesn‘t want to
be saved, can‘t be.‖ (Azzarello, Lee, 2005b p.89-91)
For Tomorrow portrays Superman in a distinct light. For all of the power that Superman
has, the story shows that he is not all powerful. Even in the end, that Superman defeats Zod and
returns the displaced people back to earth, the point is made that Superman‘s folly was of
imposition upon those he wishes to save. This heroic portrayal in the modern context seems very
cynical. The limitations of the hero are put into focus in such a way that makes for a darker tone
that implies failure on the part of the protagonist. The exercise of power theme focuses on the
responsibility of power. The heroic portrayal in this instance is concerned with not only the
powers, but also the way in which they are used. In the scenes that are most indicative of the
theme, Superman is concerned with the ethics of influencing the democratic process, in the case
of Public Enemies. For Tomorrow shows Superman acting outside his bounds and the result is a
series of situations in which he is portrayed as less than heroic. Superman‘s great epiphany
about the nature of heroics that occurs at the end of For Tomorrow volume 2…that ―what
doesn‘t want to be saved, can‘t be (Azzarello, Lee, 2005 b, p.92)‖ illustrates the fine line
between heroism and tyranny.
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Theme: Identity
The theme of identity found in the artifacts studied, concerns the way in which
Superman‘s very identity is constructed. The origin of Superman takes on a certain double
entendre in the post 9/11 time frame. The origin story remains the same as it has traditionally
been. Superman is sent to earth as an infant escaping the destruction of his planet Krypton. It
has been suggested by many that Superman is an immigrant story. In the construct of the
narrative, this is more often indicated by the villains in a seemingly negative context. The first
set of representations are found in Public Enemies. Lex Luthor during a press conference
discusses Superman in these terms:
―Now when I was a younger man, I spoke out quite openly about his alien nature. As I
matured, I came to see him as others do. As our friend. He is not. He is an alien. A
curse upon this planet.‖ (Loeb, McGuinness, 2005, p.56)
The portrayal of Superman as the ―other‖ comes in many forms throughout the artifacts studied.
Firstly, there is there are the instances in which Superman is termed ―alien,‖ as in the preceding
example. This is also mirrored in other artifacts. The next artifact is a retelling of the origin of
Superman. Superman: Birthright (Waid M., Yu L., 2004) details the formation of the Superman
persona. There are many things going on in this version of the Superman origin. In the story,
Clark Kent returns to smallville from a sojourn abroad, and works with his parents to establish
the Superman persona. He then moves to the city of Metropolis where he gets a job working as a
reporter for the Daily Planet. Throughout the course of this shift, he meets Lois Lane, Jimmy
Olsen, Perry White and his arch nemesis Lex Luthor. In essence, Birthright does not really
deviate from the general Superman origin story. However, there are many elements in this
telling that make for an interesting spin on the character. Pa Kent is not thrilled by the idea of
his adopted son wearing a cape and tights. Lex Luthor is treated as a tortured genius who is
unable to relate to the society around him and so wishes to contact alien cultures. Luthor does

43

this while at the same time lording over the people of Metropolis due to his wealth. These
themes are later played upon when Superman makes his debut, saving Lois Lane and Jimmy
Olsen from a helicopter crash (p.101-105). Superman is pleased when Lois is not scared of him.
This dynamic runs contrary to the plotline that after Superman makes his debut, Lex Luthor spins
the media to emphasize that he is an alien to foster distrust among the people. The climax of the
story occurs when Lex Luthor creates a hoax of an alien invasion. Superman has been weakened
by Kryptonite and is out of the fight until Lois Lane destroys the source of the Kryptonite and
Superman is able to save the day revealing that the invasion was indeed masterminded by
Luthor. Luthor goes to prison and Superman is deemed a hero. It is a pretty straight forward
plot as far as Superman stories are concerned. The theme of identity also figures into the
narrative of Birthright with the juxtaposition of the Clark Kent and Superman personas. The
reasoning in the story is that Clark Kent comes to find that when people find out about the things
he can do, they come to regard him with fear. So he creates the Superman persona in order to
use his powers to help people without having them be afraid. The Clark Kent persona is treated
as a sort of camouflage. In one particular sequence (p.83-85), Clark and his parents work out a
set of affectations to disguise himself. This juxtaposition between Clark Kent and Superman
treats Superman as the ―reality‖ and Clark Kent as the act to hide behind. However, it is the
characterization of Superman that makes the story. As Superman, he is very no nonsense, tough
on crime type of hero. In one scene (p.131-134), Superman saves a school from a couple of
armed students. After delivering the student gunmen to the authorities, he then flies to the man
who sold them the weapons. He confronts the man, who denies selling the weapons, and tells
him ―one minute ago, I saw a little girl screaming because she was staring down the barrel of a
gun. She was nine, and she will remember it for the rest of her life‖ (p.133). Superman fires a
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gun at the dealer but catches the bullet before it hits. He then tells the dealer ―Now you will too‖
(p.134). Superman in this context comes off as a little darker. As Clark Kent, however, he does
not get much respect. Aside from Lois Lane and Jimmy Olsen, Kent‘s affectations are
hindrances to any sort of relating to the people around him.
The theme of identity is also expressed through isolation. The idea of isolation is a
recurring idea in the theme of identity in the Superman stories. Superman: Last Son (Johns, G.,
Donner, R., & Kubert, A., 2008) is a story in which a kryptonian child appears on earth.
Superman, to this point, has labored under the assumption that he is the last son of Krypton, as
his planet was destroyed. The story opens with Superman‘s father Jor El reminding him of this
in a message saying ―you must remember you were sent here because you look like one of
them—but you are not one of them‖ (Johns, Donner, & Kubert, 2008, p.11). When the boy
arrives on earth, he is taken by the army for study. Superman frees the boy, and he and Lois
Lane informally adopt the child, who takes the name Chris Kent. Lex Luthor resurfaces looking
to acquire the boy for study. But the main action of Last Son occurs when General Zod and a
band of criminals from the planet Krypton use the boy as a means of escaping the phantom zone.
General Zod is revealed to be the boy‘s father, and the freed Kryptonians immediately set out to
conquer earth. Superman is briefly sent to the phantom zone, but manages to escape, and with
the help of Lex Luthor manages to force the criminals back to their prison. In the end, however,
in order for the criminals to remain trapped in the phantom zone, Chris Kent must sacrifice his
freedom and return also. Chris, inspired by Superman, does so and everything ends up alright
for the people of earth. Superman, however, is saddened by the loss and, for all intents and
purposes, remains the last son of Krypton.
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The remaining examples of the theme of identity fit into more of a miscellaneous scheme
of representation. One example is taken from a seemingly small segment from Public Enemies.
In this example, the theme of identity is connected slightly to the theme of political context:
―I choose to fight for truth, justice, and the American way. And for all its flaws,
American democracy does work. That‘s not just something I learned growing up on a
farm in Kansas. That‘s been my life.‖ (Loeb, McGuinness, 2005, p.142)
This example illustrates the connection between American culture and Superman‘s identity. It
clearly emphasizes the choice to fight for ―truth, justice, and the American way,‖ however this
example in the post 9/11 context also criticizes the American democracy for the flaws inherent in
its system.
The final example of the theme of identity concerns Superman‘s identity as a hero. The
example once again comes from the For Tomorrow narrative. This example portrays Superman
in a decidedly cynical light. The following scene refers to the view that Superman‘s ―sin was to
save the world.‖ Superman is portrayed as tired of the ―never ending battle.‖ The crux of the
conflict is centered on the question of how one achieves the goals of saving the world. This is
discussed in detail between Superman and father Leone, in one scene:
Father Leone- …Trying to save the world. Better men than you have tried and failed.
Superman- Better than me?
Father Leone- Well, they were just men.
Superman- Why do you think they failed?
Father Leone- Because…no matter how many people a man tries to save, his own life
will ultimately prove to be the one most important to him.
Superman- Hmm. So if you dedicate your life to humanity, eventually you will regard
yourself as the one most purely human? That‘s food for thought. (Azzarello, Lee, 2005a,
p37)
This exchange represents the character dynamic that characterizes the first part of For
Tomorrow. This is an interesting portrayal of Superman, in that it is the hero having a sort of
existentialist crisis. Azzarello sets this crisis in an interesting light by having Superman in the
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position where he questions himself with the priest as a sounding board. Father Leone, in turn,
presents the human perspective which is a cynical one, especially for a priest.
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION
The Superman stories studied each seem to stem from a series of general themes, though
interpreted differently by different writers and in different contexts. The themes presented in
these stories provide the basis for an understanding of the representation of the notion of ―hero‖
in this mediated context. The themes in which the artifacts portray Superman as a hero have a
particular set of meanings in the post 9/11 era. The stories portray Superman through several
lenses, which are further discussed in the following sections. Superman and Politics will analyze
the political context of the artifacts studied. This will be followed by Superman and the Exercise
of Power, which analyzes the stories in terms of the questioning of the ethical ramifications
concerning the use of power. Finally, Superman and Identity will focus on the way identity is
expressed in the Superman stories and the ramifications this has on the mediated portrayal of the
hero.
Superman and Politics
It is difficult to discuss the post 9/11 era and not consider politics and ideology. The
Superman narratives in the post 9/11 context are not without a certain political connotation. It is
hard not to associate Superman with ideology, as for many years in the character‘s existence
Superman fought for ―truth, justice, and the American way‖ (Singer, Burns, 2006). In the post
9/11 context, this notion comes into question. One of the common factors, between all of the
artifacts studied, was a political element that was found to be of interest in the post 9/11 context.
In many of the stories, there were instances of overt or implied questioning of politics or
ideology. These points should be of interest in the question of heroic portrayal in the post 9/11
setting, however large or small the point in question might be. The portrayal of realism has been
a part of the comic book narrative as a specific focus since the mid 1970‘s. The superhero genre
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has often been used as a stage for discourse about societal concerns, as part of an attempt to
increase the relevance of these characters. Superman, in the comics or other incarnations, is no
different. Because Superman is considered an icon in American popular culture, it would follow
that Superman would reflect prevailing notions of American interest. Studying the artifacts
through a politically minded interpretive lens offers a perspective that suggests otherwise. When
considered in the post 9/11 context, many of the artifacts offer a critical look at the times in
which these artifacts were produced.
The comic book artifacts contain obvious portrayals that question politics and ideology.
Public Enemies (Loeb, McGuinness, 2005), perhaps, contains the most overt portrayal of the
government in a negative light. The central conflict in the story is between Superman and Lex
Luthor. The interesting aspect of this conflict is that, in this story, Lex Luthor is the President of
the United States. This adds an interesting dynamic to the interpretation of the story, that
Superman‘s arch-nemesis should be put into the role of President of the United States. When
examining this story allegorically, this plot point should, at the very least, raise a question or two.
Lex Luthor has been written as being in positions of power before. Since 1986, Lex Luthor had
been written as being the head of his own corporation. Public Enemies (2005), was originally
published in serialized form in 2003, which coincides with the post 9/11 Bush administration
having control of the White House. Superman, in the context of Public Enemies, is a hero who is
antagonized by the President of the United States. In the fictional setting of the story, Superman
questions whether or not he should have intervened in the political process that allowed Lex
Luthor to be elected. In the final confrontation between Superman and Luthor, the voice over
narrative, which allows the readers the opportunity to peer into the thoughts of the hero, portrays
a perspective on American politics that is both critical of, while supporting, the American ideal.
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American democracy is described as flawed, to the effect that Superman feels that he has to trust
in the American people not to vote for Luthor. Superman is portrayed as a hero who is in direct
opposition to the leader of the American government. What does this make Lex Luthor, even in
his role as president? Jeph Loeb, in his framing of the conflict, seems to be making a statement
concerning not only the nature of post 9/11 politics, but also about the nature of the American
public that voted power to these politicians in the first place. It does not seem too ridiculous to
suggest that, through the use of the fiction of the Superman narrative, Loeb was expressing
dissatisfaction with the Bush Administration.
It is interesting to see a context in which Superman is placed in opposition the United
States government. For much of the history of the character, Superman has often been portrayed
as a Boy Scout who fights for ―truth, justice, and the American way.‖ There is certainly a much
more cynical outlook on Superman in recent years; this portrayal makes sense in the post 9/11
context. As much of a cliché as it has become, 9/11 changed everything. With the events that
followed the 9/11 attacks, specifically the War on Terror and the nature of the war in Iraq, there
has been a question of the ethics of the actions taken by the United States in terms of policy at
home and internationally. The question must be asked: just what is the American way? It is
interesting that in the other artifacts, heroism has been seemingly dissociated with American
ideology in more abstract ways. This had been accomplished by placing the heroic icon at odds
with the American government overtly, as in Public Enemies, or subversively, in line with the
portrayal in New Frontier. Ideologies that can be criticized as detrimental to American society
have been addressed, such as the imposition of political will, the belief that might makes right,
xenophobic attitudes towards people who are different from those in power and these are the true
antagonistic elements of what would otherwise be considered a great society.
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Superman, in the post 9/11 context is seemingly distanced from the blind adherence to
the ―American way‖ that was part of the past. Truth and justice are the operative terms when
describing the character of Superman, and these things are not solely the purview of the United
States. In the post 9/11 years, the United States has come under much scrutiny, in its actions and
mindset as to its sense of importance in the world scene. As such, the icon of heroism had to be
altered. The icon of Superman should be above such concerns. The goodness that is the basis
for the ideal that Superman represents is much more than can be owned by any one nation. It is
interesting to see how the Superman character, though created and influenced by the ideal of the
United States, has grown out of such a limiting association. If there were a bunch of stories that
featured the Man of Steel out protecting America‘s foreign interests, and freeing the world from
terror, and doing so in the most unapologetic manner, then it could be argued as part of a
legitimizing narrative. From the artifacts studied, however, this does not seem to be the case.
Superman belongs to those who believe in the concepts of truth and justice, wherever they might
be, at any given point in history.
The critique of the post 9/11 context plays out, again, in For Tomorrow. This time, the
hero is not so much angry with a specific outrage. For Tomorrow, instead, shows Superman to
be unsure of his place as hero in the modern world. This questioning concerning the nature of
heroism strikes a chord in the post 9/11 context. For Tomorrow does not use the same methods
of critique that can be interpreted in Public Enemies, instead the message seems to be more of a
fable. Superman, in For Tomorrow, is a hero who has overstepped his bounds. This is one of
the more interesting stories to interpret for its post 9/11 relevance. The interpretations derived
from this story are made when one reads between the lines. Superman is facing a great threat,
one which is causing great numbers of people to vanish from the planet. When Superman
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attempts to combat the forces he believes to be the cause of this threat, he unwittingly sets into
motion a chain reaction of conflict. There are two scenes that contain a vast amount of points
that imply a critical look at the post 9/11 era. These scenes are important to the narrative
because they force the reader to question the nature of heroism in addition to thinking about the
connection between the narrative and the reality behind the creation of these specific scenes.
The first scene occurs when Superman is investigating the origin of the vanishing. He finds
himself in a non-descript, unnamed country that seems a little too much like the Middle East to
be purely coincidental. When he arrives, he finds two groups of the same people engaged in a
vicious battle. He briefly stops the fighting by taking the weapons from the combatants. This,
however, proves ineffectual as even without weapons, the mobs find a way to fight and kill one
another. The setting written for this scene is an interesting point to consider in terms of its
allegorical nature. Why, of all the settings possible in which to stage this sort of narrative, is this
setting, which bears striking resemblance to the Middle East, chosen? Though it is not actually
specified, the Middle East comes to mind by the description ―the vanishing originated
somewhere in a 300- mile region. Some might say so did life, civilization, faith…‖(Azzarello,
Lee, 2005 a, p. 41). Mesopotamia, in the Middle East, is referred to as the ―cradle of
civilization,‖ also, three of the major world religions have their origins in the Middle East. It is
safe to assume, by the description written, that the land Superman is talking about is the Middle
East. What this location means for the story is that Superman acts arrogantly and interjects
himself into a conflict. His attempts to end the conflict are for nothing, as the opposing mobs
find a way to fight each other without the use of advanced weapons. When the trappings of the
story are paired down to the basics, the story is about how some conflicts cannot be ended by
outside intervention. This scene should make the reader take pause, because of its similarities to
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events in the War on Terror. The United States has also acted in a similar pattern in its foreign
policy.
Like Superman, in this example, the United States went into the Middle East with a
specific threat and mission in mind. However, in doing so, there were repercussions; the
conflicting parties in the Middle East were not stopped by American presence and action. In fact
it could be argued that American presence has acted as another reason for continued warfare.
This much is evident by the fact that, as of the time of this writing, the war continues. The
metaphor for the conflict is further strengthened by the instance in the story that Superman‘s
actions are called into question by his allies in the Justice League. Much as the actions of the
United States have been called into question by those America had considered allies. This leads
to the second scene of interest in the story, which occurs at the end of the first volume of For
Tomorrow. Superman is attacked by four elemental creatures; the elementals are made up of
earth, wind water, and fire. The conflict begins as retribution for Superman overstepping his
bounds as a hero. As such, the elementals demand he leave the earth, or they tell him they will
attack the ―young, arrogant country that has… nurtured you in its own image‖ (Azzarello, Lee,
2005a, p.126). Superman, in this situation, again acts with great arrogance. By threatening the
elemental giants with the destruction of planet earth (if they act and destroy all life on the
planet), Superman makes it clear that his mission is of the utmost importance, even if he has to
destroy the planet as a consequence of his actions. This can be taken as an allegorical statement
concerning the actions of the United States in the post 9/11 era. When those in power are so
convinced that their cause is just, that consequences be damned and will do whatever they must
to achieve their goals, there is the potential that everyone loses.
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The questioning of the American reality versus the American ideal is a theme which is
prevalent in the artifacts studied. Perhaps one of the more interesting examples of this is seen in
Darwyn Cooke‘s New Frontier (2004). What makes New Frontier of particular interest is that it
can be interpreted as being both a commentary of the post 9/11 context as well as a critical look
at the 1950‘s Cold War era. The connection between the two periods in American history, as
seen through the lens of speculative fiction, can be made by questioning why, in 2004, is a story
set in the Silver Age of comics relevant? New Frontier is interesting to consider because it
makes use of the America, of the early Cold War period, as an actor in the events of the story,
just as much as the fictional characters who are the protagonists. New Frontier offers a critical
look at the time period adding a certain amount of depth to the previously simple Silver Age
narrative.
Superman, in the New Frontier setting, is not featured as the main character. However,
while Superman is in more of a supporting capacity, the part he plays in the overall story is
indicative of some very interesting perspectives concerning political ideology and heroism. The
New Frontier is set in the early Cold War United States. McCarthyism is still happening, and
many of the costumed heroes have been labeled communists or otherwise un-American.
Superman has an interesting place in this setting because he works for the government and
answers to President Eisenhower. This positioning of character dynamic is interesting to
consider, because one would think that having Superman in support of the government would
legitimize it somehow, that he would be the heroic poster boy for the administration in power.
Instead, the imagery works in the opposite manner, because of the way the narrative is obviously
criticizing the panic created by McCarthyism and the government that supported it. The overall
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effect is that Superman seems to be more of a tool of the administration rather than hero to the
people.
Superman, throughout the course of the story, is seen a limited number of times. In each
scene Superman is portrayed as being answerable to a government he does not question.
Superman‘s ideas of right and wrong seem influenced by governmental policy in the early parts
of the story. The first scene featuring Superman is one in which he is berating Wonder Woman
for acting outside of approved sanction. This refers to the point in the story where Wonder
Woman enables a village of women who have been made victims of war to kill their oppressors.
The framing of the story is interesting, insofar as justice is placed as separate from governmental
agenda. This resonates particularly well in the post 9/11 context as well, especially considering
the war on terror. The divisive nature of the conflict also makes for a situation in which there is
a questioning of the rightness of the purpose when it is muddled by ideological motivation.
New Frontier portrays the America as a very paranoid and divided country. The context
is that of McCarthy era America, but the portrayal is not that far from the post 9/11 context. The
divided nature of the characters in the story, also resonates in the post 9/11 context in that those
that towed the line are ―good‖ Americans. This perspective is mirrored in the scene with Lois
Lane, Oliver Queen, and Bruce Wayne. As they discuss the events surrounding the plot, Lois
Lane refers to the retired heroes as ―Bad Americans.‖ Bruce Wayne then implies that Lois Lane
is the mouthpiece for Superman who is associated with the agenda of the government.
Superman, while not being the central character to the story, is developed in an interesting
manner. Superman‘s heroism is kept apart from the action orientation that is the staple for the
superhero genre. Instead, the heroic quality in Superman is associated with the more idealistic
aspects. It is only when Superman lives up to those ideals that he can be considered heroic.
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Contrary to the rhetoric that associated heroism with governmental agenda, which was prevalent
in the post 9/11 timeframe, New Frontier offers a portrayal of heroism that is devoid of political
bias. The speech given by Superman prior to the climactic battle contains interesting word
choice that is both relevant in the context of the story and as speculative fiction. Superman asks
―What has happened to this country of ours? We‘re all here to help fight this thing, to protect
our homeland. We know it will be the challenge of our lives and still, we bicker back and forth
about a mask or a uniform‖ (Cooke, 2004b, p.122.). This is an interesting opening, in the
context of speculative fiction, in that the essence of the statement is about divided perspectives
concerning the issue of defense from a threat. This essence should resonate in the post 9/11
context because of the divided perspectives concerning the war on terror. The bickering that
Superman refers to is particularly relevant in the post 9/11 political context. The war on terror
made for a much divided political discourse. Although it was generally agreed that terrorism is
detrimental to American society, it was harder to find common ground about how to deal with
the problem. The portrayal of this divisiveness is handled in such a way that should be familiar,
even down to the element of who is and who is not a ―good‖ American.
Superman, in the speech, continues by saying, ―I will no longer be party to any form of
oppression or persecution. I will not countenance any evils that threaten the constitutional
freedoms of this great nation‘s people, whether they come from outside or within‖ (Cooke,
2004b, p123). This is perhaps the most poignant statement in this speech, because of its ability
to reference the specific context of the story while also acting as commentary for a greater truth.
This commentary operates on two levels, the first being to the specific context of the story, and
the second being centered in its relation to concerns surrounding the time of publication.
Superman‘s statement, ―…evils that threaten the constitutional freedoms of this great nation‘s
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people, whether they come from outside or within,‖ is particularly interesting in light of when
one considers the implications of legislation such as the Patriot Act. Superman‘s denunciation of
persecution and oppression is also poignant in this regard. The past decade has seen a rise in
political anxiety concerning issues such as immigration, abortion, gay marriage, and racial
profiling in relation to the ―terror‖ issue. These are all issues that have been paid a large amount
of attention in these past years, notable in that they have all left segments of the population
feeling oppressed and/or persecuted.
Superman and the Exercise of Power
It is interesting that For Tomorrow is the comic artifact that presents Superman at his
least heroic stature. Azzarello presents a very cynical look at both the hero, and the nature of
humanity. In the end, Superman must come to terms with his responsibility over the events of
the story. Superman, in his zeal to act as protector and savior, is indeed responsible for the threat
that he must face. Superman, in the second volume, learns that it was his actions that were
responsible for the disappearance of the many people into another world. The actions were not
motivated by malicious intentions; it was out of the idea that there would be some possible
global destruction. When things go awry, conflict erupts on all levels. Furthermore, what is
interesting about the story, is that when those displaced people find themselves in paradise, the
first inclination, of many, is to engage in conflict. This forces Superman to further come to terms
with the perspective that he cannot save those that do not want to be saved. This element of the
story makes it easy to interpret as both a commentary on the nature of heroism, as well as a
commentary of the post 9/11 era.
What readers can take away from these portrayals is that the heroic ideal is separate from
the everyday reality. The heroic ideal is constantly being challenged in these narratives.
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Readers must constantly question the reasons behind Superman‘s heroism, especially in the face
of adversity that is prevalent in these narratives. The adversity, in this case, is of a much more
complex nature than has been traditionally the paradigm for Superman stories. Superman‘s
heroic struggles, in the post 9/11 context, stem from a simultaneous dual level conflict. Not only
is there the two-fisted action sequences that are the basis for the superhero genre as a whole, but
there is also the inner question of how to best serve justice. This is an important question when
considering the idea of Superman. It is also noteworthy in the way the issue is treated in these
stories, in which a character that has the power to unilaterally impose will. Superman has the
power to do just about anything, but also has the wisdom to know when not to.
Superman and Identity
The comic book artifacts included in this study each share an interesting commonality.
This common thread among the stories provides the first notable quality to be examined
concerning the idea of the hero as illustrated in the Superman narrative. The interesting thing
concerning the portrayal of Superman, in the comic book artifacts studied, is that Superman is
shown as having the ―otherworldly‖ quality emphasized. The stories analyzed each illustrate or
largely acknowledge the quality of the ―other.‖ This is largely played out in the relationship
between Superman and Lex Luthor. Luthor in several of the stories refers to Superman as an
alien, which becomes the basis for their enmity. Lex Luthor often refers to Superman as ―alien.‖
This could be taken in a number of ways. In the post 9/11 context this becomes increasingly of
interest to any reading of the Superman character.
The ―other‖ quality that is inherent in the Superman narratives is used to interesting
effect. Public Enemies (Loeb, McGuinness, 2005) uses this quality, in setting up the axis of
conflict between protagonist (Superman) and antagonist (Lex Luthor). In this story, Luthor is

58

only able to turn the public perception against Superman by labeling him as a threat based on an
argument that he is different from the people. This plot point makes for an interesting read of the
story as a whole. Public Enemies, in this context, becomes a story about a hero protecting those
who see the hero as the threat. This disjointed relationship between the hero and those that the
hero protects is a large part of many of the Superman stories analyzed in this study. This disjoint
is implied in stories like Public Enemies, and certain elements of the For Tomorrow story arc.
Ultimately, the effect of the written disjointed relationship between Superman and the
people Superman protects, seems to illustrate a parallel disjoint between the notion of the hero
and the post 9/11 context. The overall tone of many of the stories is generally dark. Superman is
often filled with uncertainty, as in For Tomorrow (Azzarello, Lee, 2005). The relationship
between Superman and Father Leone is interesting in this respect. The post 9/11 Superman
seeking out the counsel of a ―mortal,‖ but what is he seeking exactly? This is left ambiguous in
the story itself, which makes it ripe for interpretation. The Superman stories have always had
supporting cast that help guide the direction of the plot action. This character relationship is
different in that it serves as a sort of dialogue between the abstract notion of the hero and more
human ideas concerning good and evil, embodied in the character of Father Leone. To the
reader, this dialogue serves two purposes. It simultaneously emphasizes the ―other‖ quality
inherent in the Superman character, while also attempting to provide a means to identify with the
idea of Superman.
This seemingly contradictory idea is exemplified in the mode of dialogue in For
Tomorrow. When recounting the events of the plot to Father Leone, Superman repeatedly refers
to humans as ―you.‖ In turn, Father Leone anchors the tale with the human perspective, which
especially cynical. The idea that altruism will ultimately lead to selfishness is prevalent in
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Leone‘s perspective. The Superman narratives are presenting a hero who is often at odds with
the world that the hero serves. This is a recurring theme in the artifacts studied. Public Enemies
shows Superman as performing heroic deeds in a world that is openly hostile towards him. For
Tomorrow presents an inward look at Superman‘s heroism, specifically questioning the nature of
heroism itself. Birthright (Waid M., Yu L., 2004) reframes the classic Superman origin story
into a context in which the world of the character is initially suspicious and easily turned hostile
towards the hero. Superman: Last Son (Johns, G., Donner, R., & Kubert, A., 2008) goes a step
further and puts Superman at odds not only with those he protects, in the plot point where he
must go against the U.S. military to save the Kryptonian child and then convince Lois Lane that
they should adopt the boy, but then puts Superman at odds with his own people, when he must
fight the Kryptonian criminals that escape from the phantom zone.
The tone of the stories analyzed for this study is decidedly darker in nature. Public
Enemies features a Superman who is at odds with the world, it seems, and is pushed to the point
where he considers murdering his arch-nemesis. It is interesting that Superman is viewed
through the lens of Batman. Batman generally, by comparison, is a much darker character than
Superman. Yet, it is Batman who talks Superman back to his senses so as not to kill their enemy.
When the darker character of the two is the voice of reason, it speaks greatly of the tone of
Superman as portrayed in this story. This darker tone is amplified in For Tomorrow, at many
points. Superman, towards the end of the first volume, does battle with elemental creatures,
representative of the planet. When a stalemate is reached to the point that continued fighting will
only cause destruction, Superman‘s solution is to suggest that he will destroy the planet in total.
In the second volume, Superman is revealed to be the source of the very problem acting in a
manner that oversteps his bounds when he attempts to save humanity. Birthright features a
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Superman who uses his powers to put fear into the gun dealer who sold to children that later
perpetrated an incident reminiscent of Columbine. The scene in which Superman fires the gun at
the dealer, but catches the bullet before it hits, yet again illustrates the no-nonsense tone taken
with the character.
The use of xenophobia as a point of conflict in the Superman stories is a point worthy of
consideration. Many of the stories have used some element of xenophobia as a mechanism of
conflict for the hero. In Public Enemies, Lex Luthor makes note that Superman is an alien and
therefore the cause of the calamity facing America (in the form of the giant asteroid). Birthright
adds an interesting climax to the retelling of the Superman origin with the plot point in which
Lex Luthor gets the public not to trust Superman based on xenophobic elements. Then, he is
able to fake an invasion, which the public willingly accepts. While Superman has, in the past,
often been celebrated for the allegorical point that he is the ultimate immigrant living up to the
American ideal, in the post 9/11 stories clearly there is a change in the tone of this. The tone of
the artifacts studied alters the portrayal of the ―immigrant‖ hero who is instantly embraced by the
American people into the hero who is originally distrusted due to the xenophobic elements in
society. This narrative should not seem odd, as immigration has long been a part of the
discourse of American politics. In the past decade, however, there has been an increase in the
vilification of immigrants, such to the point that legislation would allow for the targeting of
immigrants due to issues of legality, or that the notion of walling our borders would enter into
serious discourse. It seems ironic that a society of immigrants, with the heroic icon being that of
an immigrant, would allow for this state of affairs. This mindset is critiqued when xenophobia is
used as motivation for the antagonistic forces in the modern mediated heroic narrative. The

61

point being, if Superman is a symbol of American idealism, then what are we to think of these
forces, ideological or otherwise, which are placed as diametrically opposing our hero?
Conclusions
The notion of heroism in the modern era is certainly a multifaceted notion. The icon of
Superman is an interesting part of American popular culture because of the changes that the icon
has undergone in the post 9/11 timeframe. The Superman of the post 9/11 timeframe is certainly
much more complex due to the times in which the stories are written. There is much more
subtext concerning the nature of the icon. The mediated heroic icon, detailed in the Superman
artifacts studied, is a very complex notion. The qualities attributed to the Superman character
have remained a constant to the notion cultivated over the majority of the character‘s seventy
two year lifespan in the public imagination. Superman is still mighty, Superman can still fly, and
Superman is still recognizable in the red and blue suit and cape. In the context of the stories…it
is not Superman who has changed, but rather, the world has changed in a way that is reflected in
the portrayal of the hero. These portrayals are interesting in such a way that seems to fly in the
face of the general gung-ho attitudes prevalent in the post 9/11 years. Superman is often
portrayed as being greatly uncertain about his place as a hero. This is reflected several times in
the comic book artifacts. Public Enemies presented a scenario in which Superman was forced
into the realization that it is not the hero‘s place to dictate to the people their choices. Similarly,
For Tomorrow featured a situation in which Superman is forced to come to terms with the idea
that he cannot save those who do not want to be saved. Birthright presented a spin on the
Superman origin in which Superman is called to heroism despite great distrust from the masses.
Superman in the post 9/11 context can be characterized by this detachment from the
world in which Superman is considered a hero. This is certainly an interesting portrayal because
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of the association of Superman with the American ideal. The association rests on the basis of the
portrayal of Superman being how Americans would like to see themselves. Superman is a truly
powerful character who is defined by a sense of right and wrong, a sense of fairness, and
Superman stood for the American way. This sense that the American position in the world was
correct and justified was reflected in the icon of Superman. In the post 9/11 context, however,
Superman‘s portrayal is, while still characterized as being powerful and with a sense of justice
and fairness, tinged with doubt and reluctance in his heroic stature. The common factor in the
comic book artifacts studied is that of the boundaries faced by the hero. The issue of boundaries
is interesting to consider in terms of the post 9/11 context. Superman is beset with the
quandaries of whether or not he should use his influence to sway the course of presidential
elections. This can be interpreted as being particularly relevant to the time in which the stories
were written (the question of Florida‘s actions in the presidential election of 2000 comes to
mind). Florida‘s handling of their votes has come under criticism as having influenced the
outcome which allowed George W. Bush into the office of the president in 2000. Superman, in
the context of the stories, sees that there is something wrong with ―rigging‖ elections due to
influence. What does this say about the culture, which hails Superman as an icon, and which
allows for such things to happen?
There is also a certain amount of commentary that can be interpreted as having grounds
in ethical concerns of the post 9/11 years. Superman‘s heroism at times crosses certain ethical
lines that no longer seem to fit into the classic good versus bad paradigm. For Tomorrow
illustrates a situation in which Superman, in his zeal to save people, creates the source of the
antagonism of the narrative. The recurring theme of overstepping boundaries is evident, once
again, in the narrative of For Tomorrow. The message that is seemingly implied in the story is
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that there are lines that cannot be crossed, even for a hero. Superman‘s arrogance creates a series
of events that grow increasingly worse for everyone. The important thing about this narrative,
however, is that Superman is remorseful of this arrogance. This post 9/11 narrative does not
imply that Superman‘s actions are correct simply by virtue of his heroic stature. This shift in
narrative is of a complex nature. The idea that even though intentions may be noble, actions
have the possibility further detriment, has a particularly interesting connotation in the post 9/11
era. In a time where the United States has come under criticism for its part in the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq for many reasons, including the feasibility of winning a ―war on terror,‖ the
idea of the hero who knows when not to impose himself on others has particular resonance.
Superman as the heroic icon is not used as the poster image for the political agenda of the post
9/11 years, as was the case for WWII. This change in the icon is interesting in that it seems to
speak volumes about the ambiguity concerning the recent years. In the 40‘s and 50‘s, Superman
was a little more emblematic of the rightness of the culture of the United States. Superman was
portrayed as assisting in the war effort, and encouraging people to buy war bonds. When
considering the years of the war on terror, Superman is portrayed as being much more
ambiguous about the ―never ending battle.‖ The seeming dissociation of Superman with the sole
purview of the culture of the United States is illustrative of a number of things. There are a
number of questions that can be raised by this change of narrative.
The mediated component of the heroic portrayal is interesting to deconstruct.

The

comic book Superman is the product a mix of the years of publication continuity that has
undergone a continued evolution. This version of the Superman mythology is aimed at the
comic book audience. As Lopes (2006) identifies, the comic book audience is a very specific
subset of audience. The audience that Lopes identifies contains a very specific set of traits due to
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the stigma associated with the comic book medium. If the notion of Superman was based solely
on the comic book medium, the heroic icon would be greatly diminished, in that only a small
amount of audience would be receptive to the heroic narratives. The basis of the Superman
narrative is a good one that has a broad appeal. The Superman story in the post 9/11 context is
certainly about the outsider who becomes the best embodiment of an ideal. Because the heroism
is based in the ideal, it cannot be claimed as solely belonging to one group or associated with one
political agenda. The stories each share the common element of Superman as the outsider who
comes to become a symbol of the American ideal of goodness, in some cases better than the
American mainstream. This is an interesting element of this particular analysis of the
speculative fiction of the Superman stories. Superman, as the hero, often acts outside of the law
or acts in ways that the audience should question in terms of heroic merit. The heroic portrayal
is presented in terms of opposition to the status qou of the politics of the post 9/11 timeframe.
This is an interesting opposition to the notion of the hero as being a part of the initial
conservative agenda of the post 9/11 years. For all of the messages that posited the American
ideal to be centered in unquestioning patriotism, or that soldiers should be thanked on the basis
that they are fighting for our freedom as American citizens, there is also a portrayal of America‘s
iconic hero as being opposed to unquestioning patriotism and loyalty. The current discourse
concerning immigration also comes into question, when considering the implications of the
heroic narrative contained in the Superman stories. The framing of immigrants as being
detrimental to American society, as perpetrated by many in the conservative arena, is directly
challenged by the recent Superman narrative. It is interesting to note that the character of
America‘s heroic icon is indeed an immigrant. This becomes an especially salient point when
considering the many of the comic book artifacts. The comics are a little more analogous in its
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use of the term ―alien.‖ The term is most often used by Lex Luthor in a negative connotation. It
is further interesting to note that, in the comics and film, any use of the term ―alien‖ in a negative
connotation is scripted as being used as such by a villainous character. The interpretation being
that the perception of the ―other‖ as being negative is not something that we as people should
aspire to.
The post 9/11 Superman narrative is an excellent example of the mediated heroic ideal.
This owes largely to the idea that Superman‘s heroism is based in the idealistic realm. Superman
in the recent portrayals is for everyone who can ascribe to the notion of truth and justice as not
being perspectives in the purview of any one group. The juxtaposition of Superman as the icon
of the American hero, with the amount of seemingly critical view of America found in the stories
is not easy to reconcile. The concrete Superman stories do seem to offer a large amount of
criticism in its portrayal of America and often puts Superman at odds with the ―American way.‖
However, the iconic Superman represents an ideal that can be instructive to audiences.
Audiences can never ―be‖ Superman, however audiences can aspire to the ideal represented by
the character, and take a lesson or two from the portrayals of the post 9/11 years.
The purpose of this study was twofold. This study was intended to illustrate and analyze
the mediated depictions of heroism inherent in one of the longest lasting popular culture icons in
the United States. The heroism depicted in the Superman artifacts of the post 9/11 years across
the comic book artifacts studied share the common characteristic of portraying Superman as
disjointed from American society. This theme is a recurring one and perhaps the most salient of
the themes contained in the Superman narrative. There are varying degrees in which this theme
is illustrated in the artifacts studied. Superman in the comic book artifacts is many times shown
to be in direct opposition to the culture of the United States, while at the same time acting as the
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embodiment of the ideals of our nation. There are a number of story elements that either
translates directly, or in an analogous way to the period in which they were written. A powerful
example of this is the fictional election of Lex Luthor to the presidential office, which coincided
with the real world election of George W. Bush. In retrospect, this comparison is quite telling in
terms of social critique. Such is also the case with the depiction of the 1950‘s United States in
New Frontier. The United States portrayed in New Frontier was shown to be self destructively
paranoid. The United States government is shown to be almost oppressive in their anticommunist fervor. It should be of interest to question the timing of the publication of such a
story. In the post 9/11 years, all one needs to do is change the enemy from communist to
terrorist, and the setting of New Frontier does not seem farfetched.
The critical position seemingly taken by the writers of these stories is interesting.
Because the criticism is most easily interpreted by the positioning of representations contained in
the writing. The hero, who is meant to be seen as the hero, behaves in a certain way, and the
villains behave in an opposing manner. The audience is meant to identify with the hero. We
want our heroes to win, and our villains to be punished. When the villains demonstrate traits that
are seen in everyday society, these traits come into question. Superman remains an important
icon in the popular culture of the United States for a reason. This is because Superman
represents the ideal in which we would like to view our culture. Conversely, when there is a
disjoint in the narrative, as is seen in the post 9/11 Superman stories, we take notice because of
the stature of the hero. Superman is emblematic of the good that American society strives for.
The power in the heroic portrayal of the character is in the sense of hope that Superman inspires.
There were a number of limitations to the study. First there was a large body of artifacts
to cover in the post 9/11 years. The artifacts analyzed were chosen due to their specific content.
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It must here be said that an entire book could be written on the matter, but for the purposes of
writing a master‘s thesis, much of the body of Superman publications had to be left out in order
to aid the feasibility of this project. For future research, I suggest a comparison between the post
9/11 portrayal of Superman and the pre 9/11 portrayal of Superman. There is an ocean of
publications before 9/11 in which the icon of Superman has undergone a number of changes that
are notable in terms of speculative fiction and this illustrates how the character has changed as
the culture of the United States has changed in the seventy two year lifespan of Superman.
Finally, this is but one set of interpretations of the heroic portrayal of one comic book character.
The very nature of this method of research lends to multiple explanations of meaning and worth.
Other authors performing similar research using Superman, or any of the myriad icons, in the
superhero genre might come to similar or completely opposing conclusions. However, there lies
the worth of the genre as the basis for such research, that it offers the basis for questioning
matters that should be of interest everyone on some level, and as it offers insight into the modern
human condition.
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